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CHAPTER 1
STEREOTYPES 
Beep! Beep! honked the school bus loudly — it was exactly 7:20 a.m.
“Hurry, Karthik! Hurry, or it will leave without you!” admonished Amma,1 coming out of the kitchen to hand him his lunch box and water bottle. Try as he might, Karthik couldn’t really hurry like other children, for he walked with a crutch. 
He looked expectantly at his lunch box, Amma softening to assure him, “Idlis!”2 with a gentle smile. 
Ahh — his favorite snack — good! He could eat idlis for breakfast, lunch, dinner or in-between. Amma’s idlis with tangy coconut chutney3 were soooo finger-licking good!
And a savior from another day dragging on at school! 
“Hurry up, Karthik!” This time the alarm call came from outside the house — it was Idhaya calling him aloud. She had crossed the narrow lane that separated their houses with just enough space for the school bus to pass between them.
Mustering as much speed as the crutch allowed him, Karthik made a dash outside, being careful not to trip over the three steps at the threshold that led onto the street.
Idhaya waited for him at the very first footstep to help him up into the bus. She always did that, even though Karthik was too proud to take her help. 
He wasn’t really lame, but one of his legs was just shorter than the other. If he didn’t use a crutch, his left heel hurt because he was prone to put more pressure on it. Unable to balance properly on his uneven legs, Karthik was thus forced to limp. 
Idhaya stood there every day in spite of it; she was his neighbor, his classmate, and his closest friend. 
His only friend, that is. 
The bus driver would have been miffed had it been any other child causing the slightest delay, but he forgave Karthik for being cripple — his sympathies lay duly with him.
As soon as Karthik had climbed up, the bus drove off with another loud honk. The children settled into their regular front row seat on the right side of the aisle. 
“Did you finish your essay?” asked Idhaya as soon as they had.
“Did you?” he asked instead, trying not to reveal anything.
“I asked you first!” she retorted.
“No!” admitted Karthik, with less guilt and more vacuity.
“Why not? Don’t you know today is the last day of submission, Karthik? It is to be graded! Ms. Subramaniyam is going to be very angry with you!” she declared with authority.
Karthik tried averting the thought of the consequences of his inaction, looking keenly out of the window at the morning city scenes instead. “What do you want to be when you grow up?” He turned back to face her.
“A doctor, naturally, just like Appa. He knows everything!” she said with certainty, rolling her eyes for emphasis at the last word. “Don’t you know what you want to be yet, Karthik?” She looked at his blank face doubtfully…
“No, not yet. That’s why I didn’t write the essay,” he answered honestly.
“What do you mean, NO?!” She sounded incredulous. “Maybe you could have just made something up then!” 
“I mean I really don’t know! I can’t think of anything I’d like to do or be when I grow up! I did ask Amma. She said it’s okay not to be so sure and certain of everything right now. We’re just in sixth grade, after all! She says it’s fine to be whatever one becomes in the future, but what’s most important is that we’re happy being it!”
Idhaya looked at him, and then on impulse, pronounced, “Good! Just be happy then!” stunning him with that remark!
“But at least write it down so you don’t fail! Today is the final day for submitting the work before summer vacation starts,” she warned.
“I’ll do it during lunch break,” Karthik conceded reluctantly. “English is only afterwards,” he said, resuming his daily silent sightseeing practice.
Soon enough, the bus pulled over in the parking lot of Coimbatore Public School and the children disembarked to go into their classes.
Karthik and Idhaya headed up the stairs of the senior building to get to standard 6C when they were accosted rudely at the first landing by Vicky and Vivek.
“Hellooo, Short Legs!” teased Vicky, blocking the doorway to enter class.
“Move away or I’ll complain to the principal!” threatened Idhaya. Ever since they had graduated to sixth grade, this pair became more ruthless by the passing day, the vile bullies!
“Why don’t you let Idli Boy here do the talking, Bodyguard!” snickered Vivek.
Karthik pulled himself up. He wasn’t afraid of these two buffoons. In fact, he wasn’t scared of anyone! “I can speak for myself, Vivek! Let us through!” 
“Or what? What are you going to do, Idli Boy, run after us like you run after the football on the field? With your crutch in one hand and the limping leg in the other? Ha, ha, ha, ha!” They sneered together, doing the high five gesture triumphantly, much to Idhaya’s disgust. 
Karthik had suffered long enough at their hands to care anymore.
Idhaya was going to bring up the threat to visit to the principal’s office yet again, but thankfully, the tension was forced to defuse when the school bells clanged sharply and the class teacher appeared to mark attendance just in time, at exactly 8:15 a.m.
Karthik was relieved. He didn’t like his two classmates anymore at all, who surprisingly had developed this nasty and mean streak since they passed fifth grade. Neither did Idhaya. And to think, they had all been such good friends before that!
Karthik was well aware that Idhaya was always trying to protect him, in some way or the other. Not that he couldn’t manage on his own, just that he was non-confrontational, that’s all.
During lunch break, he had his fill of idlis and… fell asleep!
As usual, he drifted off into a slumber that took him into surreal faraway worlds with strange people in them, doing strange things and speaking strange tongues… none of which made any sense to him after he awoke. 
The shrill school bell rang out routinely once again, urging everyone back into their classes from the playground. Karthik too was forced to came back from the mysterious lands he had just visited, so queer and quaint compared to the insipid inert city he inhabited.
He really wouldn’t have bothered waking up at all, but someone was screaming down at him in a very distorted voice.
“….brought your homework Karthik?!” He rubbed his eyes as chortles of laughter engulfed him. 
The whole class was laughing at him!
Ms. Subramaniyam was looking down very sternly at him now. “Why didn’t you finish it?”
“Because I don’t know what I want to be,” he blurted out. “Do you want me to write lies?”
A hush fell over the class at this unexpected audacity. Even Ms. Subramaniyam was taken aback. Karthik was generally a very polite boy, even though a laggard he might be.
She softened pitifully on second thought. “You can be anything you want to be, Karthik. For the sake of writing the essay, just think of something — anything you’d like — a… a… anything!” She couldn’t think of anything specific to suggest to him at the moment. “Do write it and submit it to me, please.”
He nodded contritely.
“Ok, class, whose turn is it now? Vivek, let’s see what you’ve chosen to become. Come on now, read up!” she instructed, returning to stand in front of the centrally located table of hers. 
“What I Want to Be When I Grow Up,” cried Vivek with so much drama in his voice that everyone was compelled to sit up and listen attentively. “I’m going to be,” — lots of suspense there in that pause — “an engineer!” he avowed with a flourish of his head. 
Ms. Subramaniyam gave him a patronizing smile. She knew he needed to improve his numbers in math.
Everyone else too seemed delighted at this apt choice, so lofty, so noble and… and… so expectedly lame, thought Karthik, stifling another yawn. 
He was neither surprised nor impressed. 
“I’m going to join IIT, and then I’ll become the country’s leading scientist, and I’ll build long, tall, arched bridges like the Chenab…” And on and on he went, pompously, for the next few unbearable minutes. 
Insufferable show-off, thought Karthik, diverting his attention out of the window and into the playground. The junior kids still had their break going on — how lucky. 
Everyone wanted to be a doctor or an engineer, or something in between. The girls too were predictably inclined towards the sciences or investment banking, or towards becoming teachers — an obviously convenient choice to juggle both private and professional life. 
All, except for one of them — Gautami, who had genuinely surprised Karthik with her refreshing choice of profession. She wanted to be an automobile designer. How unique!
He sat staring at the building across from the school in the neighborhood. It was almost identical to all the others in the area — tall, gray, and brown, with large glass facades, dull and lifeless. Surely there was a lot of work that went on in them… But why did they all have to look so boring and gloomy? 
He wanted to look at the horizon beyond the buildings, but these monstrosities sadly blocked the view, so he gazed upward at the sky instead. 
Aha! No obstruction of view here, he thought. Ablaze in the afternoon sun, the vast, light-blue expanse would change color by the evening. 
But what of him? Would anything change in his life? Everyone seemed to have their courses charted out, their paths set, their lives all neatly sorted. 
It hadn’t really worried him as such until yet, but now, he had begun to wonder… What was he to be? 
At eight o’clock that evening, Amma served dinner and sat down with him at their small square dining table for four. It was their fixed daily supper time, when they shared their meals and the day’s experiences with each other. 
“What do you think I ought to be, Amma? Ms. Subramaniyam wants me to write an essay on it.”
Amma’s first bite stopped briefly midway to her mouth. “Anything you want to be, dear,” she said lovingly.
“Everyone else wants to be a doctor, engineer, or scientist, or something boring like that!”
Her face began to cloud up with worry, so she stuffed her mouth with another bite of food, trying her best to hide her emotions quickly, hoping he wouldn’t notice. 
“But I’m not interested in any of those things, Amma! Do you think — ” He stopped brusquely.
“What?”
“Do you think that with my leg,” he cast a hopeless glance at his crutch, “I can… I mean… Can I be anything at all?”
Amma’s face tightened with pain and empathy, but love made her declare firmly, “Your disability is of the leg, not of the mind, Karthik! You can be anything you want to if you truly want to be it. Remember, the mind is stronger than the body, always. Haven’t you heard of Helen Keller?”
Yes, of course he had read about the great Helen Keller, the blind girl who had achieved against the odds, advocating for disability despite being blind and deaf herself. It was one of his favorite biographies. Another one was The Diary of Anne Frank.
Amma rushed deliberately to the kitchen to suppress the tears that had welled up inside of her. She came back all composed, with a glass jar in her hand. “Mango-pickle?” she offered cheerfully. 
Karthik withdrew to his room after dinner and set about to do his homework. He opened his notebook to write, stared blankly at it for some time, and then shut it brusquely. 
“Impossible!” he said, giving up.
He looked up at the night sky through the window instead. A gentle summer breeze blew in and caressed his face.
So many stars twinkling. And so many star systems! And there must be so many black holes too somewhere out there. And so many galaxies! But all he could see up there now was just a handful of sky.
So much space! 
How big is it? 
Does it have any borders? 
Is there anyone out there? 
No! Of course not!
But why is it empty? Are we really alone in the universe? 
In the infinite universe, are we the only living species?
What a waste!
 
 

CHAPTER 2
THE SANDS OF TIME
The following Saturday afternoon, Idhaya and Karthik went for a walk around their neighborhood.
The sun was due to set shortly, and the cool evening breeze was beginning to blow away the sultriness of the day.
“Do you want to go visit the mall?” suggested Idhaya. “We could take Bus 14, have an ice-cream, and come right back!”
“I don’t have any money,” admitted Karthik. Amma was away at work and would be back only after 6:30 p.m. or so. 
“But I do!” announced Idhaya effusively. “There’s enough for the two of us!”
That settled it then. They boarded Bus 14 as it crept up at the side of the road and snaked its way through busy city traffic to Coimbatore city center.
“Look! You can see it from here!” exclaimed Idhaya as they got off at the stop nearest to the City Mall. “It’s so tall — a tall mall!” she jokingly rhymed.
Karthik couldn’t help but join in her joviality. It was very tall indeed, the mall, almost reaching the clouds, cast in glossy green glass, golden-yellow granite, and steel. It looked like a grand five-star hotel! He felt a bit nervous, for it seemed quite snazzy…
“It’s fully air conditioned!” informed Idhaya proudly. “It’s completely like winter inside! And there must be more than a hundred shops! And they have moving stairs that go all the way up and come all the way down on the other side! They’re called ex-ca-la-tors. Appa4 told me!” 
“Es-calators,” corrected Karthik. 
“Whatever!” Idhaya never did like being corrected. “And all the shops have displays in their windows. You can stand outside and look at them for as long as you like without having to buy things! And they’re beautiful!” she yapped on tirelessly.
Karthik found that a little strange, why someone would just stare away at things they didn’t intend to buy, but he refrained from further comment. He knew Idhaya was prone to slight exaggeration and she completely disapproved of any interruptions in her frequent flights of fancy.
Karthik had never been to the new mall — this was his first visit to it with Idhaya. Amma and he hardly ever shopped, except for basic necessities from the local bazaars in Onam.5 Last year, Amma had bought him three shirts together all at once, three for the price of one — what a bargain! He had loved the fine cotton with multi-colored checks on them, especially the one with bright cherry red squares. It was his favorite shirt; the cheery checks made him cheerful!
Amma had also purchased a cotton-silk saree for herself — a deep sea-green with gold zari6 border. She had looked quite beautiful when she wore it. And both of them had gone to the Temple of Siva7 donning their new attires; what a happy day it had been!
But besides that, they rarely ever went out, let alone shop. Amma was always busy with her job, leaving at twenty to nine in the morning and returning at half past six in the evening, except on Sundays. She was a housekeeper at a private hotel. 
And Karthik knew she worked very hard indeed, trying her best to make ends meet…
The mall was just a block away from where they had been dropped off, and they had to walk down a tree-lined avenue filled with sundry stores towards it. 
Muruggan’s Spices, Nandi’s Incense, Nalli’s Sarees, KC Stores, and so on went the store hoardings. It was very hot, and Karthik stepped close to a neem tree to pause for a brief break, for it could get stressful for him to walk long without it. He rested under its thick foliage with his back to its bark. Idhaya understood he needed rest and waited patiently. She knew his heel could hurt unpredictably, feeling sorry it did, but was clever enough not to show it. Karthik hated any personal attention, especially when it came to his handicap. She looked aimlessly at the sundry shops lined up to their left instead.
“Karthik, come and look at this!” she called out to him as something at a store window caught her eye.
“What?” he asked, taking time to pick up his crutch once again. 
“Don’t we have a picture of this in our history textbook?” There was a trace of marvel in her voice that brought him closer faster to have a look. “Don’t you remember — that chapter on Ancient Egypt. Look at that!” She tapped on the glistening glass window, across which was displayed an object that did look familiar from school texts…
Well intrigued, Karthik peered closely through the glass at the object, and all the others similarly displayed near it on stark white pedestals, both short and tall. Involuntarily, his eyes pulled themselves upward to spot a signboard above their heads with stylistic italicized font. He read it out, “The Sands of Time Gallery — Art of the Past.” 
“That sounds strange!”
“Shall we go inside, just for a bit, to have a look?” she whispered. Karthik looked at her; he was sufficiently interested, but should they?
Even before he could decide yes or no, Idhaya swung the door open! A soft chime rang out from a strange, webbed circle of jute fiber hanging on the door. Four slender, cylindrical rods dangled down from it, ringing together melodiously. 
Too late now to decide otherwise, he followed her in. It was pleasantly cool inside, and a sharp fragrance wafted in the air. Must be an overly strong floral room freshener, he thought. The door slid shut on its own, as did all the humdrum of the outside, loudening the inner silence.
The children stood amidst strange and foreign objects made of stone, metal, and wood, displayed in two long rows on either side with plenty of space to walk through them. 
There was some pottery, some urns and amphorae, a few statues — mostly broken — and some sculptures. Artwork hung on the luxurious, velvety peach walls.
The children were astonished; this place was like a museum!
Idhaya tried to identify the piece they had been looking at. “There, this one. Don’t you remember, it’s a… a…”
“An ushabti!” supplied Karthik, impromptu. He came up to it and said, “It’s a ceramic figurine, Egyptian, like the ones they put in the pharaoh’s pyramids for their burial.” 
“Right!” agreed Idhaya. “Look, look at what it says here.” She pointed to a narrow metal label on the pedestal, and both read it together.
USHABTI
4TH CENTURY BC
UNIDENTIFIED TOMB, SATTARA, EGYPT
“What’s it doing here?” Karthik wondered aloud.
“Oooh, it’s like a museum! Look at this nice, what is it?” she wondered. “Funerary urn, Near East, 2nd C AD! Isn’t that old?” she asked, running her fingers over the fragile vase. 
“Don’t!” cautioned Karthik. He was getting quite a queasy feeling just being there, for some reason. “Maybe we shouldn’t be in here.” 
“Why not? We’ll just take a quick look around and be off! It is a store, you know?” she justified. “But also, more like an open history book. See that painting on the wall?” She pointed to it as quickly as her attentions transferred to the next thing. “A long procession of elephants, with a Maharaja8 and attendants. Now that has to be Indian.” She smacked her lips in intellectual triumph.
Even before he could agree, she had already proceeded to another attraction. “Karthik, look at this!” She bent over a glass counter on the opposite side that had a thick, black velvet curtain for backdrop. “Look,” she said with an exhilarated smile. “Jewelry — gold and gems! Ooooh, aren’t they just beautiful!”
Karthik was trying his best to keep pace with her flitting affections, and he just about managed to land at the counter by the time she was still there. 
Truly, here were laid out in the glass counter some exquisite rings, bangles, and amulets, and a necklace crafted like an exotic peacock, encrusted with precious stones for its grand feathers. Wow! They must belong to royalty, but here?! Amongst stone and metal relics?
So immersed did they become in the sensational display that neither noticed the emergence of a stately figure through the heavy velvet drapes.
A pair of eyes had been watching them discreetly soon after the wind chimes rang to signal the arrival of these two unexpected, and unexpectedly young visitors. 
“May I help you, please?”
The children looked up in utter shock as the request sounded out.
A pair of cool blue-green eyes stared into four brown ones across the glass counter. 
“We… were just… looking!” stammered Idhaya, with as much false confidence as she could muster in the moment. 
Karthik remained silent. He was stunned alright by the appearance of the stranger, but more so by the strangeness of her appearance.
What a striking figure! Unlike anyone he had ever set eyes on in his life. 
Her clear, white complexion, just like the inside flesh of a coconut, contrasted starkly with the deep redness of her dress. Her watery blue eyes were set apart by a sharp nose that went down to the cleft that led to thinly carved lips. Light rosy cheeks blushed on the crinkly skin that belied much age. But the paling gray hair, cut in a very stylish shoulder-length bob revealed she was, well, still quite stylish. Well-built and way above average in height, she stood with her long arms on either side of the glass counter, her perfectly manicured scarlet nail tips tapping on it lightly. She looked like a perfect porcelain doll, only old.
Karthik was mesmerized by the twinkly shine in her eyes, reminding him of the stars that beamed at his window most nights. 
She hardly blinked!
“Of course, you can!” she agreed kindly in her foreign accent whose origin he couldn’t guess even wildly. “You are welcome to look!” she invited, bending forward over the glass.
Idhaya had already disengaged from her gaze and begun taking a superficial tour of the place in unsteady steps. Wordlessly, she gestured to Karthik towards the door, knowing well she was being watched. By both.
He adjusted his crutch, ready to depart. 
“I’m Mrs. Tweedy!” announced the stranger, cracking the ice. 
“I’m Idhaya Swamy,” said Idhaya, capriciously returning to the counter in sudden friendliness. 
Both ladies now looked at Karthik in expectation.
“I am Karthikeya Ganeshan,” he introduced himself, feeling even more queer, for he had an unexplainable hunch he was being scanned from head to toe!
Rather unexpectedly, Mrs. Tweedy came around the counter to their side, offering graciously, “Can I show you around?” 
“Yes!” Idhaya jumped to grab the opportunity. Karthik knew she didn’t really have any serious interest in the displays, her only interest lay in being the focus of attention. 
Mrs. Tweedy led them back to the very first object that had caught their eye. “This- is an Egyptian artifact I found at one of the many temples in Karnak long ago, in a tomb that lies yet unnamed.”
“You… you found it?!” cut in Karthik.
“Yes,” she affirmed.
“No… What I meant was… you were there when it was found?” he said, a tad bit incredulous.
“Yes, I was. I am an archaeologist!” she announced placidly. 
“Archaeologist!” echoed both children together. 
“Yes.”
Oh, they thought. And that clarified a lot of confusion going on in his mind. 
“So, all these things…” he continued.
“Artifacts,” she corrected.
“Artifacts… were found by you?” questioned Idhaya, just wanting to confirm facts once again. 
“Some, yes, others, no. A few were traded with dealers who sell these things, you know, over the years. But mostly, I have had them in my private collection over time,” she explained.
“You have a private collection of artifacts?” Karthik pondered incredulously.
“Yes. And antiques.”
“But you’re not from Coimbatore!” shot out Idhaya.
“No, I’m not. Farther south.”
“Farther south?” 
“An island in the southern hemisphere, actually… But I moved up North long ago… and then I moved here only after my husband died.”
“Oh!” echoed the children again, becoming awkwardly quiet yet again. 
“That painting on the wall — it is Indian, isn’t it?” asked Idhaya, being able to identify with just that one artwork in this incongruous place.
“Yes, that’s the last Mughal Emperor, Bahadur Shah Zafar, in procession on the streets of Delhi. That was just before the East India Company completely took full control.” She went forward to explain the goings on in the artwork, as Karthik eased over the glass counter once again, more drawn to the displays within it. 
He began to examine them thoroughly. Currencies! Old and faded paper notes; so, discolored with age, obviously. 
A pale peach square note featured the picture of a pretty maiden on it. It said: 
Cinq Francs, Banque de la Algeria
Another read: 500 fr Senegal, a large African man with grand decorated headgear pictured on it.
And the next featured Japanese calligraphy, and so on it went.
Until Karthik came to the numismatic section — nickel, copper, silver!
Who — What’s that? A large eagle with outstretched wings wearing a crown atop its head stared hard at him from a silver coin, which read: German Empire.
Whooo! Did that really belong to the Nazis? He doubted it very much… 
And then finally, he arrived at the section labeled Tickets.
There was a bus ticket the shape and size of a big eraser; a workman’s black and white tram ticket, because that’s what it said it was: Electric Tram Early 20th C, in sub script underneath it. 
And a cherry red London bus ticket, which read:
Go as You Please
Monthly
So involved was he in the world of tickets that he had scarcely realized Idhaya was nudging his elbow, whispering, “Let’s go, let’s go!” 
He could have enjoyably lost himself in observation all day long, but he knew she couldn’t do the same given her attention span of a goldfish. He straightened up.
“And where may I ask, are the two of you off to?” questioned Mrs. Tweedy.
“To eat ice cream in the mall!” Idhaya divulged their grand plan freely to her as if she was long acquainted.
“Is that how you normally spend your weekends?”
Strange she should ask them that, but Karthik let go of that thought immediately.
“Yes! No!” said both simultaneously.
“My parents take me to the mall quite often,” Idhaya proudly declared.
Karthik chose to remain quiet.
But the I-am-expecting-an-answer expression on Mrs. Tweedy’s face compelled him to admit: “I… uh… Amma and I hardly go out, except to the temple sometimes, and the market in Ugadi.”
Mrs. Tweedy remained silent. But Karthik felt that her mind wasn’t silent; it was definitely thinking something.
“Thank you!” said Idhaya, with a tone of finality in her voice to herald their departure, and both turned towards the door. 
But before they could open it and step outside, an unexpected proposal stopped them short.
“Would you like to go on an adventure?” Mrs. Tweedy’s voice rang out temptingly behind them.
“An adventure?!” echoed both together, turning around sharply.
“Would you like,” she paused thoughtfully and then resumed, “to go someplace — or places,” she corrected, “where you’ve never been before? And see things you’ve never seen before? And know of things you’ve never known before?!” she teased.
Something in her persona had begun to affect them, drawing them back magnetically from the door to the counter again, where she stood with both her hands placed sideways on the glass, her red dress and creamy skin framed by the jet-black velvet drapes in the background, presenting a peculiar picture of elegance, grace, and enigmatic mystery…
She bore so enticing a look that it tantalized them into involuntarily shouting out instantly, “Yes!” 
Now Mrs. Tweedy gave both of them a few more moments to be sure, just in case they might want to change their minds. Her lacquered red nails tapped patiently on the glass counter.
But they didn’t. So, saying, “Good!” decisively, she gestured with her fingers for them to step forward, bending down to pull out a drawer on her right, withdrawing a little trinket box from it. 
The two leaned forward, curious.
She clicked a tab on the box with her perfectly groomed nails, and it snapped open. She turned it towards them to showcase its contents.
“An ATM card. My Appa has it! Axis Bank!” boasted Idhaya.
“No!” she disagreed calmly and turned it towards Karthik.
Karthik simply picked up what lay inside. Well, it was like any ATM card all right, a small flat rectangle with curved edges, smooth and metallic. Just this one glistened like gold! Was it really gold?
He read out the text embossed in its center:
GOLDEN TICKET
GO AS YOU PLEASE
VALID FOR ALL MODES OF TRANSPORT
SEATS 2
It bore a little thumbprint shaped and sized chip on its lower, right-hand corner.
“It’s a ticket — A Golden Ticket,” he said, looking at her for confirmation.
“Yes!” She nodded in agreement. 
He flipped the card over and noted a hologram behind the chip.
“It’s mine. And I’m giving it to you!” said Mrs. Tweedy matter-of-factly to Karthik, as if it was the most natural thing to do. “Now, when you’re absolutely sure and certain you want to go off on a trip, then just press that thumbprint, your right thumbprint — and there — off you go!”
“A trip?!” 
“To where?” Idhaya’s eyes dilated to double the size of almonds they actually were. 
“Could be anywhere, yes, just anywhere! Sounds new to you? That’s good, isn’t it? This is life — you can go places!”
“But… but!” Karthik was a bit muddled. “Can we choose?” he asked on a practical note instead.
“Of course you can! You can choose a mode of travel, yes. Land, air, sea, space, and…”
“Space?!” echoed both together again!
“Yes, why not? Elon Musk is doing it too now! And — ”
“And?”
“The last mode, well, that’s for the very last. Let’s see if you get so far! You have to complete four trips first to qualify for the last! I’ll tell you about it after you finish the fourth…,” she said, sounding so mysterious. “Now listen carefully — you get four full trips with this ticket, one at a time. When you’ve decided the mode of travel, just press your thumb on the chip, affirm aloud to travel by it, and — ”
“And?!”
“And you’re there — that’s it!” She snapped her fingers crisply in the air!
“Just like that?” Idhaya held up her hands in utter disbelief. “Is this magic?”
“No, its technology, just some primitive technology…”
“Don’t we need to pack beforehand?”
“No! It’s just a day trip, each time. You will be back before you’re missed here, I assure you. But remember now, you have to come back and report to me each time, after every single trip. Remember that, will you?”
The two nodded. Then, complete silence ensued. The children’s minds were a mixed bag of emotions.
Mrs. Tweedy remained sedate. And inscrutable. 
“Now run along for your ice creams — go on! And don’t forget to tell me all about your first trip. I’ll be waiting!” she commanded.
Karthik put it into his pocket and touched it hard to make sure it was really there. 
It was. 
They mumbled a puzzled, “Thank you,” to Mrs. Tweedy, exiting the store, and headed off into the street once again, fully aware that Mrs. Tweedy had her hands leaning on the glass table sideways, her fingers still tapping even as her eyes trailed them from behind.
“Do you think she’s still looking at us?” asked Idhaya of Karthik once outside, not daring to turn around.
“I don’t know,” he replied honestly, although he too was suspicious that they were being watched. “Did you notice her eyes?!” He recalled her flinty pupils. 
“Yes, how they sparkled! I’ve never seen anyone’s eyes so. Oh, let me see the ticket!” she ordered, knowing well they were safely out of the stranger’s line of sight. 
Karthik retrieved it and handed it to her. 
“Do you think we ought to try it?”
“No!” He winced. And then continued, “Maybe, but wouldn’t it be… wouldn’t it be unsafe, you think, to go out like that, alone?”
“You’re scared, aren’t you?” she challenged.
“No!” he defended immediately. “I’m not. And besides, isn’t all this a bit airy-fairy, don’t you think?”
They had reached the mall entrance by now. 
“Yes, but somehow, I don’t feel Mrs. Tweedy was lying. She doesn’t seem to be that sort of person. And we’d never really know unless we actually tried it,” said Idhaya, rolling her eyes.
“Yes, but why should she give me — us — the ticket? And even if it does work — ”
“It has a chip; computers can do anything!”
“But what is she doing here? I mean, don’t you find it strange, a foreigner like her, with all those artifacts… No one actually came in to buy anything while we were there! And where would we go? I mean, it is rather all a little silly and unbelievable!” he said in one breath.
“She did say we could choose the mode of travel. I’ve never been on an airplane before! Do let’s try, for once Karthik, please!” urged Idhaya, sidestepping all his doubts.
“OK!” he agreed instantly, not wanting to miss out on an opportunity for adventure himself either. Besides, they’d truly never really know until and unless they tested the ticket out.
Idhaya held his hand, and he held the card straight, pressing his right thumb upon the chip, as instructed by Mrs. Tweedy. 
In a few seconds, he could feel some undecipherable waves vibrating through him. 
Karthik affirmed aloud, “Travel by AIR!” and waited. 
Nothing happened.
The hologram on the back side of the card was activated by the voice instructions, and within a moment, there was a blitz of photons. 
And they were gone!
Just like that!
No one really noticed anything, for people were too busy either driving in or being driven in, or just walking into the mall to shop. 
But where they had stood talking at the mall entrance now remained just space, empty with their absence. 
Mrs. Tweedy smiled mischievously in her chamber.
Long last, she had shared the ticket with someone.
It was a gift of an opportunity to someone so ordinary, and yet, someone who might just rise above his ordinariness…
Two children had been given the opportunity by life itself to set off on an adventure they could scarcely have imagined in their wildest dreams.
Oh! Weren’t they in for a surprise! And even more shocks if they decided to go all the way through with it…
She chuckled with amusement at the journeys they were about to embark upon. (And the predictable look on their faces they’d have when they got back… For come back, they definitely would!)
She did that very rarely now, but whenever she did, she looked so much younger than she actually was!
 

CHAPTER 3
THE PLAINS OF SERENGETTI
“Jaambo! Welcome to Africa!” greeted a very foreign drawl.
Miraculously, Karthik and Idhaya found themselves in a vast open field in the dim light of near morn. A supersized orange ball was fast blazing upwards on the horizon. The air smelt dew fresh.
It was dawn!
The children stood amidst distantly spaced groups of people, all preoccupied in some kind of preparation.
Emergent sunlight revealed stout ropes and cables scattered around alongside square wicker boxes. Huge teardrop-shaped nylon sheets lay tossed about untidily too. Sundry Jeeps lined up diagonally behind them in what made an open-air parking area. 
A beautiful coffee-complexioned man in an overall-uniform and a cap that read WILD TOURS & SAFARIS stood greeting them.
“Jaambo!” he repeated politely in a deep voice. “May I see your tickets please?”
Still dazed by the abrupt change in location, the children were taken aback by this request. But Idhaya regained her presence of mind quickly and plucked the card away from Karthik’s hands, presenting it to the gentleman. 
Karthik’s throat had run dry. He looked at her to confirm mutual shock, and she returned the look back to him in silence, equally stupefied.
“Ah, me! The Golden Ticket! Very good!” he approved jovially, looking up and down at them with some mysterious regard. “You must be very special children! Hello! I’m your pilot for the tour today, Lyril,” he introduced himself.
“Please, come this way.” He pointed towards one of those brown and bulky rattan baskets that lay on its longer side on the scanty grass.
A few men joined him in the exercise to lift the edges of the gigantic tear-drop shaped textile from the ground, holding up its open mouth in front of an upstanding portable fan so that it began inflating it with gusts of wind.
As soon as it began blowing up, the basket sat up straight automatically, and Mr. Lyril leapt inside to fire a pair of burners lodged together within a stainless-steel skirting. Upright rigid supports attached the fabric to the burner frame. 
Instantly, blue flames flared up, the noisy buzz engulfing everything nearby, the fabric billowing fully with hot air, to the children’s surprise! 
This wasn’t just any random wicker basket. It was a gondola, attached to a hot-air balloon! 
In less than a minute, it had puffed up to maximum capacity, becoming one of the largest balloons the children had ever seen — all and any birthdays combined! Patterned brightly with blue, red, and white stripes, it began rising vertically above all the onlookers! 
Mr. Lyril then made some preliminary checks, adjusting various ropes and cables connected to the envelope hanging overhead. With the inflation entirely complete, he instructed, “Get on board please!” He opened a little door inside out to them. 
On board? Karthik was thinking as Idhaya promptly followed the invite and went in.
He followed her briskly. 
Even more people followed inside behind them. Mr. Lyril shut the door when there were enough numbers and double latched it up. 
The gondola was a cubicle of four compartments divided into separate chambers on the inside. 
There were two compartments for the passengers — surprisingly roomy — and almost reaching the children’s shoulders, noticed Karthik. They were thickly cushioned on the inside with bottle green suede, the edges bound in rawhide. 
There was a separate room for the pilot where Mr. Lyril stood announcing on a microphone attached with a wire to the dashboard; and a separate burner unit in which fuel cylinders had been stocked.
Done with all his adjustments, he welcomed everyone, “Ladies, gentlemen, and children, welcome aboard the Wild Tours Hot-Air Balloon Ride. I’m your pilot and host for the morning, Lyril. Please hold on tight, either to the upright cords or the basket railings, for we are now ready for take-off! Here we go — one, two, three, and up!”
With those magic words, the lodes jerked, and the passengers felt an uplifting tug. Truly, they had been airlifted!
Oh dear! They were actually levitating above ground, displacing air to rise higher and higher still!
The children gasped and clung to each other for support, even as they clasped the vat railings. They felt tense, afraid, and elated, all at the same time!
The breeze became cooler and cooler as they rose farther and farther, riding on warm air currents, leaving the ground far below! 
Oh, but look — they weren’t alone! The sky had filled up fast with a team of hot-air balloons racing upwards, having taken off from the ground alongside them! There were multitudes of them, in multiple shapes — spheres, spheroids, and oblates, in multiple colors and designs! 
“Look!” cried Idhaya to Karthik, pointing out to even many more that were still taking off from the ground below.
To their amusement, a giant black and white smirking panda came into view, bringing along a huge yellow emoji with it! There was even one with red flowers and bows!
Sunlight filtered through the sky holes between them, casting light on all that lay below: a wide and endless expanse of grassland.
“Welcome to the World cup of Wildlife. Welcome to the Plains of Serengeti!” announced Mr. Lyril grandly. 
“Are we in Africa?!” gasped Idhaya.
“Tanzania!” gasped back Karthik. 
Were they actually here?!
She dug her nails into the flesh of his hand. “So far away from home. How are we ever going to get back? What are we going to do?” she almost wept.
“The very same way you are coming here, Miss!” informed someone cheerfully in a closer-to-home southern accent.
Both children turned around to see who it was.
A slim, tall man with clear brown complexion stood smiling before them. He wore a crisp four-pocket jungle safari suit, his slick oiled hair pasted to the scalp and parted right, a thumbprint of sandalwood paste mark on his forehead. His pearly teeth sparkled as he grinned.
“Hello! Myself, Mr. Theraiyar, uhm, you can call me Thé!” he introduced himself with avuncular familiarity. 
Oh, the children hadn’t noticed him on board… although they had noticed being surrounded by multi-national tourists armed with binoculars, digicams, selfie sticks, iPhones, binoculars, and hats, wearing mostly jeans and wind-sheeters, creating a cacophony in odd languages and dialects.
“Are you from Coimbatore too?” asked Karthik hopefully, feeling sure something about his ethnicity put them in the same category.
“Uhm… not from Coimbatore particularly, but I am coming from the very down south- continent.”
Oh! He meant some other part of South India of course, thought Karthik, relieved to have a fellow native citizen on board. 
“Oh look, children, quickly, there,” Mr. Theraiyar pointed in the direction behind them excitedly, “or you will be missing all the fun!”
Karthik clutched his crutch tighter, and Idhaya clutched onto him in turn, his other hand grabbing the cords that linked the gondola to the envelope. The wind was sharp, and the balloon was flying at unexpectedly good speed.
Mr. Theraiyar came to stand beside them, the fast-blowing breeze failing to ruffle his well pasted hair, observed Karthik, even as theirs ran amuck from their scalps.
But the action unfolding below drew his attention away: almost two hundred feet down on the ground, running in a herd, were the most elegant animals Karthik had ever set eyes upon…
“Amma!” exclaimed Idhaya, “I’ve never seen them in the zoo — they’re so beautiful! Look how they dance!”
Truly, their golden bodies with black stripes made them a spectacular sight to behold under the sun. 
“They are the Horned Gazelles,” informed Mr. Theraiyar most obligingly, quite enjoying the joy and wonder on the kids’ faces. 
“Mr. Theraiyar,” interrupted Karthik, “how did you know how we came?” 
“Uhm, you can call me Thé! Yes indeed, I saw the Golden Ticket in your hands when Mr. Lyril was ushering you in,” he said cheerfully.
Oh, of course! But wait, how did he know about their Golden Ticket? Was everyone here traveling with one too, pondered Karthik.
“You mustn’t be thinking so much, Master Karthik, or you will be missing the present moments. You ought to be looking below!”
“How do you know my name?! Has Mrs. Tweedy sent you?”
In a gap, he said, “Yes,” thoughtfully, and then again, “Look! There!”
Idhaya nudged Karthik’s elbow. “Oh, it’s alright! Maybe she sent him to check if we did make the trip — use the ticket, you know! Stop asking so many questions!”
As they spoke, they drifted effortlessly over the African savannahs. Oh! What a wild land this was! 
A cheer rang out from the crowd as tall giraffes came clearly into view, munching busily on tall acacias. Whoa! The children marveled especially.
“Miss Idhaya, Master Karthik,” addressed Mr. Thé respectfully, at which Karthik sensed Idhaya swell up with pride, “these tall acacia trees you are seeing below, they have the highest intelligence among their species on the planet! They are actually known to be talking to each other — warning each other particularly — in tree language of course — by releasing chemicals whenever they see feeders approaching, you see!” 
“Really?! But does that really help? The giraffes are feeding on them anyway,” asked Idhaya, uncertain how it signified.
Mr. Thé looked blank for a moment as the children looked at him, expecting a satisfactory explanation. Instead, he jumped and pointed his hands out over the railing of the gondola. “Oh, look again! Two secretary birds are sitting on the candelabra tree!”
“Secretary!” echoed the duo in chorus.
“Yes! The quill-like crests on their heads resemble the British clerks of colonial times, you see, who always used to tuck their quill-pens into their wigs. So, they were named Secretary birds!” said Mr. Thé, relieved to have diverted their attention.
The children strained their eyes to observe better, now that they were duly informed of the strange history of its name, finding it difficult to apply the quills-in-the-wig analogy to the bird’s crests. 
But they were fast moving on in their flight, and Mr. Thé continued to commentate, “Now see, coming along are the Marching African Elephants!” 
Yes indeed! A long, single-file line of an elephant herd lumbered along the sandy path that wound far into the horizon. There must be at least twenty and more of them, both adults and young, the calves trotting playfully by their elders’ sides, their trunks swinging to and fro! What a sight they made, these mammoth beauties!
“Where are they going?” inquired Idhaya. 
“Oh, they are walking towards water, which becomes scarce in summers. They are needing as much as 200 liters each and every day, you see, without fail,” he informed with an air of finality, swaying his head left to right.
The sun surely must have become ruthless for those below on the ground, but luckily for the passengers onboard the gondola, the constant breeze kept them cool and continuously adrift, along with the countless others swimming in space with them.
“Aha! Spot that!” Mr. Thé pounced at another opportunity to show them something interesting. “There, do you see on the kopje?” 
“Lions!” heaved Karthik, becoming almost breathless with fascination! On a gneiss outcrop that emerged as an island amidst the savannah, sat an entire pride: eight magnificent lions huddling close together, as if bound by an unseen thread.
“No, they are cubs, all of them!” corrected Mr. Thé. “Alone!” he emphasized.
True! 
Karthik’s heart pounded even faster; he had never seen a big cat out in the wild before! His stomach bounced up and down, Lyril deliberately steering the balloon a few feet downwards so that everyone might get a good look.
“Their bleached golden fur is camouflaging them on the kopjes. They are all alone; this means Mother Lionesses have gone hunting today!” he said, bending his head lower over the railing. 
“Hunting! Where?” 
“Not very far away. Aha! Look, there!” He pointed to where he had spotted them with naked eyes. Everyone else also peered through the sharp lens of their binoculars, noticed Karthik. Obviously, they had come prepared…
A mass of black and white stripes — zebras stood peacefully grazing about a km away. But they weren’t alone, for accompanying them were uncountable antelopes in large herds. 
“Look, do you see!” urged Mr. Thé yet again, stoking their excitement.
“Where? Where?” wondered Idhaya desperately, for there was so much to see all around them… everywhere!
“In the bush — are you not seeing? Master Karthik? Miss Idhaya? One lioness is crouching secretly, the others are to her far left, staring straight at the herd!”
Mr. Thé was obviously gifted with super sharp eyesight, surmised Karthik, but since they weren’t, he had to strain harder to look for the creatures in a sea of golden yellow grass. 
Had it not been for Lyril’s timely descent of the gondola, the children would have missed the big cats altogether. Yes! As soon as they caught sight of them, Idhaya and Karthik exchanged excited nods of approval with applause!
Although the gold complexioned predators had been hiding stealthily in the bush, their coordinated movements finally gave them away! 
“Look! Are you seeing? They are running after the eland antelope! There! The queen lioness is going after her target as the others are rounding it up for her! Together — look — they are pouncing on it! Oh! The other members of the antelope herd have raised the alarm — they have lifted their tails up and are running away to safety!”
“Look, you see, the queen is bringing her victim down with its nose in her grip, and the others too have pounced on it, helping her! Lions always hunt in packs — they are always doing teamwork, you know. Look! The queen’s claws have dug into its throat — it is still now! Dead still! The hunting is over! Aha!” he ended his energetic narrative.
Truly it was so, for the pack began dragging the catch home so everyone could feed on it; and Lyril, meanwhile, once again tugged at the cables for the gondola to climb up the air currents again. 
Karthik did witness everything as had been narrated. He wasn’t amused but rather immensely disturbed by it. He was trying to process the loss of innocent life — what they ate. But it was their sustenance; this was the food chain where apex predators fed on herbivores — remember science class? rationalized his mind.
Meanwhile, Mr. Thé had shifted his narrative to the next set of animals that appeared on the scrub. 
“Look, you see, pink flamingoes fishing in the soda lakes!” 
Karthik and Idhaya began exchanging furtive glances between themselves. Wasn’t this getting too surreal?
“Do you think Amma will know we’re away?” he whispered sideways, pretending not to.
“I don’t know! Do you think we should press on the chip and just go back?” she replied in the same manner.
They looked at each other and tacitly decided No! Definitely not now, so soon! There was still so much to see, the tour wasn’t over yet. And it might all seem surreal, but it was also getting more enjoyable by the minute!
But what if they were found out? What would they say then? That they’d just been to Africa and back? That they’d hopped continents in seconds? Who’d believe them? 
“I’m sure it will end soon, let’s just stay till the tour finishes,” decided Idhaya sensibly. 
“Ok!” agreed Karthik implicitly.
“Look!” Mr. Thé insisted again. “Look, that is the wildly wild river Mara approaching. Are you seeing how it curves and winds its way around the land?” He traced the distant oxbows below with his fingers in the air, replicating them. “Look!” He pointed yet again.
A distinct ga-noo sound echoed upwards from below. A mass of gray-blue gnus, hundreds and thousands of them, were running wild, their brown manes almost reaching their ribcages. 
Oh, dear God! What an incredible sight!
“This is the lifeblood of the Serengeti ecosystem — the Great Migration of the Wildebeest!” he announced theatrically.
“And that,” he said, suddenly turning more theatrical, with both his hands drawn parallel to draw attention to something else on the edge of the horizon that they were fast approaching, “… you are seeing now is…,” he long paused, and one could tell with the secretive flicker in his eyes that something — some great secret — was about to be revealed in but a moment, like an unimaginable trick from a magician’s hat… 
Along with the long unending line of gnus came running large beasts, unlike any other the children had ever cast their eyes upon in a textbook or any other media. 
A dazzle of brindle bodied animals came galloping to the Mara, too exotic to be identified. 
A pair of pronged antlers shot out behind their heads and another deeply serrated pair of ossicones projected above their wide set eyes. An overly long neck hung out from their torsos; their legs bore thick zebra-like stripes — which they weren’t! They bore large patchy pigments on their upper side, much like giraffes — which they weren’t either! No. Definitely not! Bulky and tall, they reached almost three ms in height. 
Such bizarre creatures. What were they?
“… is the Sivatherium!” 
“The what?” asked Idhaya, unable to follow him.
“Si-va-ther-ium!” broke down Mr. Thé obligingly. “The ancestor of all giraffes. It is a pecoran, meaning a mammal that is both browsing on emergent trees and grazing on the grasses and shrubs on the ground. People are used to thinking it became extinct 15,000 years ago, but it is not!” He chuckled slyly. 
“Extinct?! Then what’s it doing here?” interjected Idhaya. 
Mr. Thé looked as if all the joys of his big revelation had been sucked dry. He looked humorless for a few moments, but then resumed in his original good spirit, “Grazing, Miss Idhaya, and migrating. They will be traveling from the plains of Serengeti in Tanzania to the grasslands of the Masai Mara in Kenya, risking their lives to forage and browse on sweet grass that will provide them with rich nutrients and minerals for a month during the dry season here in Serengeti. 
And then they will be returning home, back here in the savannah, completing a loop of almost 1200 miles! This is Africa’s Great Migration, which has been going on for 2.5 million years now! It is in their instincts, in their DNA, which is taking them so far away every year and making them return. It is the way of life for all the hundreds and thousands of the wildebeests, the sivatheriums, the zebras, and the gazelles.”
What a stunning scene, this! Certainly, they did appear that many in number, making swift progress towards the river.
The pilot adjusted the burn rate of the burners and tugged at the ropes that were attached to a valve at the roof of the balloon, Karthik’s stomach going all aflutter with the descent once again. 
“Miss Idhaya, Master Karthik. This is happening only in the Serengeti now, for their original habitat has been lost… Aha! Look! You see!” He clapped his hands then pointed out, “There, one leader of the herd is sniffing in the air, there, look at the river bend, and he’s jumping into the Mara. There! He’s in! Now look, all the others are following! Now everyone else will do the same!” he said, clapping his hands in excitement.
True enough, the herds descended into the river, but they were doing it in sections! One block entered first, and the other remained behind as if to check for something, then that block entered in too, as another waited back… and so on it went. Even though the Wild Tours gondola floated high above, the clear sound of their strange calls, which Karthik found to be a confused neigh and a bray combined with the shrillness of a flute, reached up to their flying machine!
“Males, females, calves, everyone is moving forward. Do you see — movement is life!” narrated Mr. Thé wisely.
All Wild Tours and Safaris tourists were, in that moment, held spellbound by those fascinating creatures of nature, the sheer intensity of their coordinated and organized movement amazing everyone.
Along with their cacophony, a distinct stench of the migrating mammal mickle floated up above, making the experience all the more real!
Wildlife in the wild! Nothing like anything Karthik or Idhaya had ever encountered before!
So brave of them! thought Karthik, to leap into a roiling river whose thick, muddy waves seemed to be concealing something sinister…
“What’s that?!” he shouted out. He had spied something lurking in the chaotic mess of water and mud. What was it? 
Oh no! 
“Lower the boat! Lower the boat!” screamed Karthik, frantically waving his hands at Lyril, to everyone’s shock and Lyril’s own amazement.
“Master Karthik! We must not!” Mr. Thé cut himself short having glimpsed the sinister reptile that had opened up its rasping jaws and clinched the hind limb of a sivatherium fawn. It bleated out in pain in an unknown language, kicking and struggling with all its might against its captor. 
No one came forward to its rescue, the harass just moved on, as if totally unconcerned!
A couple more perpetrators appeared from within the turbulent waters, raising their heads and launching attacks on the migrants. 
“Mr. Lyril, please, get the boat down, I beg you!”
“Karthik, you can’t possibly help — it’s too dangerous!” reasoned Idhaya.
“But I can certainly try!” he retorted, bending over the railing as far down as he could. 
“Master Karthik, this is jungle law — the law of the wild, where the fittest will be surviving — it is the world of wild animals! Please, you see, we are not to be interfering with them!” precautioned Mr. Thé.
But Karthik ignored that caution and began dangling his own crutch over the railing and as far down below he possibly could, to everyone’s horror. He had turned it upside down, trying to distract the crocodile with his vigorous movements in a bid to free the calf.
“Karthik!” screamed Idhaya. “You’ll fall over!” 
“It is too dangerous; there are too many of them! If we go too close, we might end up in the river too!” warned Lyril, even as he switched off the burners altogether and tugged the rope connection to descend sharply. 
But tall Mr. Theraiyar had grabbed two feather decorated spears lying discreetly in a corner in Lyril’s compartment in a whiz and flung them down impulsively at the predators with the strong arms of a trained javelin athlete. 
They hit it on the head, right on target, one jabbing him on the snout and causing it instantly to give away! The fawn was released and set free, and it fled to the safety of the other side, across the river. Hurrah for Mr. Thé!
Lyril lit up the burners just in the nick of time, averting any disaster they might encounter, what with the moving mass of sivatheriums and on-the-lookout-for-prey Mara crocs. Any scuffle here would cost lives in the gondola above too, so they made a hasty escape, the swift winds carrying them upwards to safety. Hurrah for Lyril!
Everyone on board applauded their well-coordinated actions. As for the children, they too were pleased as punch and clapped their hands in sheer joy. 
Mr. Thé wiped off the sweat from his forehead that had broken out freely in those tense moments, relieved. What a close call! Had they hit either the water or the horns of the sivatherium, it could have proven fatal!
Overcome with emotion, Karthik rushed to hug Mr. Thé. “Thank you, Mr. Theraiyar! Thank you!”
“Uhm, call me Mr. Thé!” said he, visibly embarrassed with such a public display of affection from a child, something he was quite unused to.
“Bravo, Mr. Thé! Bravo!” congratulated Idhaya.
Karthik released his hold around tall Mr. Thé and stood back a few steps. Everyone’s gaze returned to the migrating herds as the balloon flew over and past them.
“That was a reckless thing to do, my boy,” commented a stout old man politely to Karthik. 
The children turned around to see who spoke, surprised. A gentleman wearing a spotless white safari suit and a Panama hat in his right hand stepped forward. Was he one of the tourists too? Strange, they hadn’t noticed him either! 
His ultra-white hair was pulled back into a top knot on his head, and his face beamed a creamy pink complexion. He stood spine straight and erect, and although his hair proved his years, there was no sign of it on his face, for it was taut and wrinkle free. His aura glowed with a distinguished radiance, and an unmistakable fragrance of sandalwood oozed out from him. 
“Without a degree of natural mortality, the numbers of herbivores would spiral uncontrollably.” He spoke so elegantly! “Nature,” he said with a brief halt, “knows how and when to strike a balance on its own accord. We must not, therefore, interfere with nature or her intelligence, nor snatch away morsels from the mouths of the hungry!”
“Even if it means killing the innocent? Look!” questioned Karthik, pointing to the sivatherium fawn united with its mother and the herd. “Would you just rather let it die?”
“Your passions arise from the love you bear for your own mother. But a reptile can be a mother too. An assumingly cruel crocodile could have mouths to feed as well,” he answered sagaciously. 
Karthik hadn’t considered this possibility at all. He had just done what he had done on an impulse — that’s it! 
But yes, it could be a possibility, now that he considered it, in silence. 
Idhaya too understood, but said instead, “I think it was very brave of you, Karthik!” thrusting her chin upwards in defiance. 
The newcomer simply laughed in her face at her expression, just as a grandfather would indulge in his grandchild.
Karthik rebalanced his stance on his crutch.
Much distance had been created between the fast-rising balloon and the scene of high drama of a few minutes ago, as the air valves shut, and the burners heated up the air within the envelope to rise higher.
Mr. Theraiyar thrust himself forward enthusiastically. “Children, I am now introducing you both to my Revered Master M.A.!” he announced ceremoniously, gesturing to the guest with hands folded in reverence.
Master M.A., really! Who was that?
“Yes, undoubtedly a brave thing to do too,” agreed Master M.A. too, with a kind smile. “Err — any refreshments, Theraiyar, for the children here?” he asked.
“Yes, of course, Master!” he replied, putting his hands into his pockets, as if looking for something. And then, from either side, he retrieved two big glass bottles containing a sparkly golden liquid that seemed so chilled that the children marveled they hadn’t noticed the moist bulge inside both his pockets before. How could he have stored them all along like that?
“Absolutely fresh apple juice, handpicked from the mountains of Tarbagatay! You must be thirsty; both of you come now, you must be drinking this now!” He undid the cork caps and offered it to them cheerfully.
Naturally, they were thirsty, for it was hot, in spite of the wind. The children took their first sips gladly but didn’t stop there. The tingling freshness and the sweet taste prompted them to gulp down the bottles hastily. 
Never had apple juice tasted so fresh and so sweet and so fruity and aromatic! This was different from any other they had ever tasted! Wow!
But there was neither any label nor any logo; it was just a transparent glass bottle! That’s a bit strange, thought Karthik.
“This is so delicious, why, thank you, Mr. Thé!”
“Uhm, would you like one more, Miss Idhaya?” 
“Ok, but — ”
“Oh, yes please; I am giving it to you!” he said, pulling out another bottle from his pocket, astonishing the kids even more. How did he have so much space in there? Karthik suspected him of playing parlor tricks, no doubt!
Master M.A. came to stand beside them by the rails, very amused by the children’s reactions. As he placed his left hand ever so elegantly on it, Karthik noticed a prominently insigniated ring on his ring finger, solitaires of a sparkling blue gem set in gold and outlined in black enamel.
“Is this your very first trip to this country, my boy?” he asked Karthik, as Mr. Thé engaged Idhaya in the tour of the wild with his usual enthused guidance. 
“To Africa? Oh, yes, sir! It is in fact my very first trip to any country outside my own!” he admitted quite frankly. “I’ve’ never been out of Coimbatore before. My Amma, she is — ” And he stopped in his tracks.
“Very busy, presumably,” finished Master M.A. for him instead, politely. “And how do you know Br — err — Mrs. Tweedy?”
“I — we met Mrs. Tweedy only just… We were on the way to the mall when we stopped to visit the Sands of Time.” How did he know they knew Mrs. Tweedy? Did everyone know about her giving them the Golden Ticket?
“Ahh yes, she runs an art gallery now, doesn’t she?”
“Yes, it’s full of antiques and artifacts and art from really old times!” confirmed Karthik. 
“Yes, I’m sure she has no dearth of those things…” 
“You must convey my regards to her; it’s been a very long time since we met.” A momentary silence prevailed, which made Karthik feel pretty awkward. “And do give her this, will you?” requested Master M.A., bringing forth a rich Bordeaux silk box he had been carrying, bearing the same gold embroidered insignia, observed Karthik, as did his ring!
“But ONLY to her.” He withheld it as he pre-warned with very serious eyes. “And no-one else. Do you understand, my boy?”
Although completely taken aback by this task, Karthik nodded as naturally as possible. “Yes!”
The box was then handed over to him solemnly.
Of course, he could! He would, and why not. It was just a box, after all. 
“And one more thing, young man.”
“Yes, sir?”
“Are you enjoying yourself at the moment?” 
What a strange question! No one had ever asked him that before. 
It was baffling though — they were actually, really here in the Serengeti!
The Serengeti! 
Karthik looked at the savannah passing by below and the variety of wildlife inhabiting it; he looked at the turgid river meandering far off, running to meet the ocean, which it would definitely meet eventually; he looked at the carefree balloons floating by him in the sky; he looked at the flocks of white birds flying in a skein below them; the tall trees and low grass, woodlands and bush and hills: the fresh breeze carrying the clouds farther and farther away, the full sun that he had never seen any bigger — he looked at it all! 
It was a magnificent planet!
“It’s so… so wonderful!” he said, his pupils dilating and moist. He felt so much peace and calm in that moment as he just looked deeply at everything around him. 
Just looked. 
“Yes!” Master M.A. snapped his fingers on his face. “That’s the expression we want — always keep that wonder and the amazement alive in you, about the life in and around you. Always. Don’t lose it ever, my boy. My blessings are with you!”
Karthik was in awe of the sights and sounds around him and these feelings of simple awe they had invoked. “Yes, sir!” he answered, turning to face him once again with this newfound joy for life. 
But he wasn’t there!
Karthik turned around 360 degrees to see where he was, but he wasn’t in any part of the gondola. 
“Mr. Thé!” called Karthik frantically. “Where is Master M.A.? I don’t see him?”
“Uhm, Master Karthik, please, I am not knowing of my Revered Master’s comings and goings. He is coming and going as he pleases,” he whispered meekly, touching the lower ends of his ears with his fingers.
Idhaya came forward, seeing the perturbed expression on his face. “What’s this?” she asked, noting the velvet box he now held in his hand.
“Oh! Master M.A. gave me this to carry back to Mrs. Tweedy.”
“Let me see!” 
“No!” Karthik yanked it away defensively. “He asked me to give it ONLY to her — Mrs. Tweedy! Please, Idhaya, you mustn’t!”
“You don’t have to be so rude; I just wanted to see what it was!” she admonished. 
Karthik softened his tone immediately. “I wasn’t being rude, it’s just that he told me so specifically!” 
“Hmmph!” She turned red! She folded her arms across her chest, and her right foot began tapping restlessly. Now that was a dangerous sign!
“Now, now, Miss Idhaya, Master Karthik, we mustn’t be fighting so! Uhm, it is time also to be getting home, don’t you think? Amma will be waiting…” Mr. Thé tried to make peace.
“Oh, dear! How long have we been here? Where’s the ticket, Karthik?” Idhaya’s hands unfolded immediately.
Karthik took it out, as much concerned over the lapse of time. 
“Now, you must be holding hands, children. And Master Karthik, please press on the holographic chip with your right thumb, and you will to go home, and you will be going back home in a jiffy!” he instructed with a chuckle. 
“Thank you, Mr. Théraiyar!”
“Uhm, call me Thé!” they heard him say.
The children took one last look at the landscape below, where a tribe of the Masai dressed in red-checkered kangas was waving up to them, holding up their spears. What beautiful people these were!
But just then, all turned fuzzy in a moment, and there was a flash!
They were back where they had started from — the entrance of the mall.
 
 

CHAPTER 4 
RETURN AND REVISIT
The following Sunday, both kids were seen entering the Sands of Time Art Gallery again, this time with due deliberation.
The Serengeti expedition had lasted an entire day, but they had returned back to find not much time had elapsed since their departure save a few minutes, which was uncanny! 
The fantastic episode was given a realistic twist when both realized that Karthik had actually brought back a box with him to deliver to Mrs. Tweedy. The children had been prepared to pass it off as a mutual daydream otherwise!
But as it turned out that there was an actual package in hand, so their trip had been real, no doubt! And they were here to deliver the goods…
The wind chimes rang to signal the children’s entry. Mrs. Tweedy already stood alert at the counter, her arms placed on either side with palms flat on the table. She wiped off any look of concern that might have remained on her face with the social call of her previous visitors.
A beefy, tall foreigner with reddish-white skin, pale blond hair, and frosty eyes had just left the premises of the gallery a few minutes before they entered. He had been clad in a black suit, black tie, and a black shirt. 
Putting on dark sunshades as he stepped outside, he passed surreptitious glances sidewards… A similarly odd-looking driver opened up the door to an unusually long black car, and both drove off mysteriously. 
The children didn’t get a chance to notice them, thankfully…
“Aah! Good afternoon, children!” she welcomed them in good spirits, a certain mischief already playing in her eyes. 
“Good afternoon, Mrs. Tweedy!” they returned in typical school voices, now feeling a little more familiar in the curious store.
“Well?!” she wasted no time in asking. “How was it?!”
Both nodded their heads positively, Idhaya compelled to express full of emotion. “Oh, so wonderful!”
“We met Master M.A., and he asked me to give you this!” said Karthik, taking out the Bordeaux silk box with the gold insignia embroidered on its top from a cheap poly bag he had carried it in. 
Mrs. Tweedy looked disapprovingly at the polybag, but calmly put out her well-varnished fingers to hold it, saying, “Oh did he now?!” 
She considered it for a moment in silence, as if secretly relieved of some stress.
“Have you opened it yet?” she asked straight up.
“No, Mrs. Tweedy! Of course not!” replied Karthik, a little peevish. Idhaya was looking away as she blushed red. Oh, she had certainly wanted to peek in, but he had flatly refused. 
Karthik had a strong sense of propriety, which Idhaya didn’t always well agree with, and it infuriated her at times. Just like that instance in school when they had found out that their fat bully friend, Vicky, had failed his math test, scoring just two marks out of thirty, and she’d insisted they make a public mockery out of him to extract revenge for all his foregone roguish behavior. But no! Lord Karthik had refused to participate in any such “vulgar tomfoolery!” He had recently been reading an abridged version of David Copperfield, where he had come across the word and had dared apply it on her poshly! Oh, the sting of it, she recalled with bitterness! 
Mrs. Tweedy cast Karthik an intense look for a brief moment and then slammed a congratulatory, “Good!” at him, bringing out a spontaneous smile of pride on his face. 
She cast another glance at Idhaya, who responded, prepared, “Err, Mrs. Tweedy,” ruffling her black braids a bit, assuming one of her spur-of-the-moment, innocent voices. “I — we want to know who Master M.A. is. and Mr. Theraiyar.” That sounds intellectual enough, Idhaya mentally admired her quick-thinking skills to distract attention!
Mrs. Tweedy chuckled all of a sudden, surprising them. Something about her had seemed too remote and alien to be capable of such normal human expressions.
“A jolly good soul, he is, Theraiyar! Very helpful and very informative. I’m sure he kept you adequately entertained throughout your trip with his constant chattering, hmmm?”
“Yes!” agreed Karthik, recalling him fondly. And indeed, his help. “But who is Master M.A., Mrs. Tweedy?” he repeated.
“Striking, isn’t he? And just M.A. will do; there’s a salutation in there already!” she answered. “He is a sage. And not just any sage, a scientist, a seer, a doctor they call such a High One a Rsi here, now, don’t they?”
“Rsi!”
“But he wore a suit!” cut in Idhaya, incredulous. 
“So? Can’t a Rsi wear a suit? Is it prohibited? Do they only always have to be clad in unstitched saffron robes to qualify as one?” Mrs. Tweedy countered her logic.
“They can,” reconsidered Idhaya, although not sounding very convinced. 
“Anyone can be a Rsi. But only the one who is a mystic, a true sage, who through spiritual prowess has attained knowledge of the arts, crafts, and sciences of occults and alchemy becomes one.”
Alchemy! That last field registered in Karthik’s ear and mind. He had read about it somewhere…
“Mrs. Tweedy, the Golden Ticket — is that a magic ticket? How did we go from Coimbatore to Serengeti in just a few minutes, and come back in the same? Are you a magician, really?” Karthik blurted out.
He had subconsciously been rehearsing for this conversation ever since they had returned, not necessarily in the same words though! His restive mind had had so many questions… such that he could rest in peace only if she answered them!
“Magic? Is that’s what you think this is — cheap parlor tricks?” exclaimed Mrs. Tweedy, sounding quite incredulous herself now. Her eyes lit up like an electric current had just passed through her pupils! Idhaya moved closer to Karthik, just to keep safe.
“If you’re ignorant of the science behind it, if you lack the knowledge to comprehend it, any technology can appear “magic” to the mundane mind! Known or unknown, visible or invisible, every technology has physical science backing it, otherwise it wouldn’t be technology at all! But, since you asked, I will tell you.” 
“The Golden Ticket, as you noticed, has a chip — the one that you pressed. A chip is a processor, something that converts information it receives into another form. These chips, or processors, are photon transistors that use light energy at light speed. The one on the Golden Ticket is a bio-photonic processor — Oh, I see; it’s all Greek to you!” she responded to the glazed look on their faces.
“Photons are the building blocks of life. Biophotons are the light signals emitted by all living organic matter — humans emit them too. Understand that every living cell of your body is emitting a light signature; biophotons are in your DNA.
“Photons do not experience space-time-distance; they are transported quantumly.
“So, these bio-photonic processors pick up the biphotonic signals of your body, and the chip-processor converts them into pure photons, which by their inherent nature do not experience space-distance-time, and transport your personal signals, dragging you, along with whoever you are in physical contact with at the moment across the space-time-distance matrix quantumly to the intended destination.
This is how they were ingeniously designed, so that you journey forth and journey back in virtually no space-time-distance at all!” she explained. 
“But how were they programmed? I mean, who programmed this? Which country has such advanced technology? Is it a secret? Is it Tesla?” probed Karthik, still unsatisfied. He had been highly impressed with the SpaceX launches in the news recently.
“No, not Tesla!” She laughed; well, almost. “This is very old tech, programmed in a lab by someone you’ve already met, M.A. And no “country” has this technology yet, I think. This is as old and ancient as a lost civilization… Although I do hear they’ve managed to build a Looking Glass Portal between two nations, at the least, in this present day…”
“M.A!” exclaimed both children. “Ancient civilization? Which one? Please tell us more!” implored Karthik, his curiosity aroused and agitated even stronger than before.
“Some other time, maybe! Let me offer you something to drink!” she dismissed and withdrew behind the velvet curtains for a brief moment with the box. 
“Do you believe anything that she said?!” asked Idhaya in a hush-hush voice, naturally skeptical.
“Yes!” he answered coolly, not wanting to reveal his personal suspicions.
“Well, I don’t!” defied Idhaya. “How can an ancient civilization have had technology that even Microsoft doesn’t today? Is it possible? Hmph! All rubbish, I tell you!”
“Mrs. Tweedy wouldn’t lie!” he justified, although he did mentally agree with Idhaya. How could an ancient civilization have that kind of technology? And M.A.? Had he really designed it? Was he a software engineer too, amongst so many other things?
“Why not?” retorted Idhaya, clearly unconvinced.
Before they could argue over the matter any further, Mrs. Tweedy was back with two glass bottles, bubbling with a chilled golden beverage. “Absolutely fresh apple juice, from my very own orchards. Good for your health! Now drink up, children!”
Recognizing the refreshment from their recent trip, both exchanged glances in silent bewilderment, gulped down the contents, and left, even more thirsty for rationales than ever.
 
 
 

CHAPTER 5
INTO THE BLUE
A few days later, Idhaya pranced into Karthik’s room with a solemn purpose. 
He was bent over his table, making a few bold strokes with a green pastel. He took a swath of rough paper and began leveling it out. The color evened over the page, bringing to life a large green football field. He had sketched such an animated scene of a football match she could virtually hear the crowd’s roar! 
She recognized him kicking the football into the goal post.
His oil pastels had reduced to the size of stubs, and he knew he’d need new ones soon. But he hated asking Amma for anything. She worked so hard already, at work and then at home, day after day. He couldn’t burden her with petty demands like art supplies!
“Let’s go, Karthik. Let’s leave, now!” she ordered. 
“Where to?” He looked up, surprised. They had made no prior plans for today.
“Mother’s out to the bazaar, and Murugan (her younger brother) is asleep. It’s the perfect time; we’ll be back even before anyone notices we left! Quick now, take it out, where is it? The Golden Ticket!”
“Oh! I keep it in here!” he remembered, opening up the drawer on the right hand of his study table. He took out a little old powder-blue tin box, with a faded print of the majestic Taj Mahal and its tree lined fountains on it. 
Idhaya grabbed it instantly from his hands and took the ticket out with impatience. She already knew of the contents of the box, just like she knew about everything else in Karthik’s life. 
Karthik stood up, adjusting his crutch, asking, “Where to?” He was only too willing to go along with this mutual dare on such a mundane day.
“Let’s take a ride on a cruise ship this time!” Idhaya’s eyes widened with the proposal. “To some fancy place like Singapore!” she suggested specifically. The last time they had mentioned air travel, it hadn’t quite turned out to be what they had expected, although exciting it had surely been.
“My uncle took my cousins for a seven-day cruise, and they’ve only just got back, and my cousins say it was so fancy!! They stopped over at little islands, shopping here, there, and everywhere. And Uncle says that they even have a large swimming pool on the ship itself, even though there’s water all around you in the sea! And there are special stage performances and magic shows to entertain passengers. Can you believe that?” she prattled on.
“Yes!” he agreed agreeably, catching hold of the ticket in his fingers whilst they held hands, pressing his thumb on the chip. He willed to travel by sea on a cruise, and within a lapse of moments, he felt the wind and the whiff of the sea on his own face, as did Idhaya. The floor beneath them wobbled somewhat, and both opened their eyes.
Lo and behold!
They actually stood starboard, facing the sea!
Karthik had but intended to travel by water, and here they were!
There was nothing spare seawater and waves in a 360-degree arc around them! They spun on their feet, trying to digest their arrival at a destination of their choice in the blink of an eye! 
But wait! Far from being any luxury cruise-liner cruising the seas of the Orient, this was… this was… They turned round again and again to be doubly sure… just an austere water vessel, aimlessly tossing up and down on the wild sea! 
A bell rang aloud, both alarming the arrivals as well as announcing them, for someone from a cockpit above on the first-floor deck cried just then, “Welcome to the Indian Ocean, children! I’m your guide and navigator for today, Lyril!”
Lyril! Of course, they recognized the now familiar voice!
“Master Karthik, Miss Idhaya!” he greeted with a double nod and a smile of pleasant acknowledgement, coming down a stairway. “May I see your ticket please?”
Karthik held it out happily, at least all wasn’t unknown and disappointing in this extraordinary seascape.
“Aah, me! Of course, The Golden Ticket! This way please, children!” He led them to the other side of the boat.
A few uniformed sailors went about their business, some of them raising levered cables, some making notes on a clipboard, whilst others carried about various sailing paraphernalia to and fro. It was a standard day of business-as-usual for them, and no one really bothered noticing two children walking in their midst. 
Oh, but wait, where are the tourists? In Serengeti, they had been aplenty… Were they already aboard? Where? wondered Karthik.
“Are we the first ones here yet?” asked Idhaya, visibly disenchanted with where she stood. How she had hoped to be onboard a glamorous luxury liner, waiting to take her to exotic locations in faraway lands- this being so far from anything like it! Rather, it looked like an overused wasted fishing dinghy in comparison!
“Oh! Actually, you are the only ones here at all today! This is a private expedition, set up exclusively for you!”
Really! Whatever did that mean?
“But the last time, there were so many tourists. Are we sailing alone? I mean, are we the only ones here?” inquired Karthik, a little concerned by the fact.
“Yes! But don’t worry, you’re not sailing alone; others will get here soon enough too! Now, why don’t the two of you just slide down this chute?”
Where?
“Here!” pointed Lyril to the floor of the boat, which had a hole in its middle, with a circular metal hatchet fitted on its rim, inviting all and sundry into the cryptic opaque darkness it contained!
Despite her disappointment, Idhaya ventured in first, stretching her hand out to Lyril to hold it steadily. Three steps down and she went sliding away… into a space that led somewhere solid, she hoped! 
Karthik too, sufficiently intrigued and now less in doubt, handed both his crutch and hands to Lyril, trying to balance steadily on the steps. He too shot off on an ultra-short ride, LED lights lighting up either side of the slide as he did. 
Lyril slid down right behind him and, reaching the floor, helped him up. All three of them stood in a circular chamber, illuminated by soft, ambient blue light as soon as Lyril gave the oral command, “Cabin Lights On!”
Oh dear, what’s this?
“This, children, is the state-of-the-art bathyal explorer, The Samudrayaan!” he declared, beginning to deal with all sorts of digital touch controls and systems at once. 
“WELCOME!” greeted a very polite AI echo in the room, with deep electronic undertones. “PLEASE BE SEATED. WE WILL BE READY FOR THE DIVE IN FIVE MINUTES STARTING NOW,” it announced with civility. A timer began ticking a digital display of the countdown in green on a transparent glass screen.
“Dive!? Dive where?” Karthik was clearly rattled at the prospect!
“To the benthic levels. The seabed at 5,000 ms, in the southernmost point of the Indian ocean,” informed Lyril. Noting the combined alarm written clear and loud on both their faces, he rejoined, “You did press the chip stating voyage by water, didn’t you?”
The children heard the hatch above them shut close and lock up automatically, cutting off both fresh air supply and all and any natural noises that it had let in, and their only exit route to freedom! They were now hermetically sealed in the bathyal explorer, reflected Karthik wryly!
“Yes, I did, but I didn’t say anything about diving!” he replied sheepishly, for it did feel a little frightful, this prospect of diving into the underwater abyss all alone! 
Not that he was uncomfortable with Lyril or anything… But he was especially guilt-laden on Idhaya’s account. How she would be irate and erupt any moment now, like an active volcano, he feared. 
But instead, Idhaya had preoccupied herself with surveying her spherical surroundings with keen interest. Oh, this girl and her flighty emotions!
“Isn’t there anyone else coming?” she asked off-handedly, moving musically around the chairs laid out in the chamber. 
“Oh, but you’re not going to be alone now, Miss Idhaya! I am also to be coming with you!” assured another voice, emerging from the chute.
“Mr. Theraiyar!” chorused the children.
“Errr, no! Allow me to be introducing myself. Myself, Mr. Tholkapiyar!” He found their eyes widening at his name. “You can call me Tho!” he simplified for their benefit. 
“Hello, Tho!” wished Lyril matter-of-factly, confirming this name indeed, still busy over touch buttons and command switches in a portion created especially for the navigator’s seat.
“But the last time, you said your name was Mr. Thé. I remember!” Idhaya came forward to accost him. 
“Err, no, it is not being me, Miss Idhaya, it is being Mr. Theraiyar you are meeting on the hot air balloon flight. Today it is me, Mr. Tholkapiyar, who is to be accompanying you in this undersea journey. It is being my great pleasure to be meeting you today! Please call me Tho!” he clarified amicably. 
Could it truly be? They stared at him puzzled, unless… unless, of course, they were… “You are twins, both brothers!” pronounced Idhaya.
He wore exactly the same starched spotless white four-pocket safari suit, bore the same sandalwood u-mark on his forehead, had the same slick, oiled, jet-black hair parted to the left on his scalp, the same brown eyes, and the same mole on his left cheek. Wait a minute, did Mr. Thé have a mole on his cheek? Or a left side hair-parting? Karthik couldn’t recall without doubt, truthfully… So, perhaps here was a distinguishing mark between the two — they were actually twins!
“Errr, no!” he confirmed the negative again. “We are just looking alike!”
Idhaya accepted the fact plain and easy, if the man said he was who he was, he was probably it; there was no reason for him to lie now, was there? “Shall we sit?” she suggested disinterestedly, quite aware that the timer was ticking; 1.5 minutes to the dive now. 
“Of course, Miss Idhaya!” said Mr. Tho grandly, offering, “Which seat would you be liking to sit upon?” Five seats were laid out in a central curve in the vessel. “We are now being inside a perfect sphere, so anywhere you are sitting, you are getting a gallery view of the ocean through the view port.”
Idhaya doubted that very much. They were enclosed in a ball of sterile-white metal, with nothing to look at really except for a glass screen that was blinking green digits in a countdown! Nevertheless, she occupied any which one, and so did Karthik, being careful to skip a chair between them to avert any unpleasant upsurges of her temper. 
She stared hard at him for this misdemeanor, tapping her fingers on the armrest. 
The seats were pretty comfortable, having heavily cushioned bottoms and backs that supported the spine well, placed equidistantly to each other. They seemed to be extensions of the stark white floor and the rest of the sterile white chamber, arising out from it as naturally as branches from a tree. 
Karthik noticed the vacancies beside him, and the concave arc the arrangement formed. As the lights began dimming to a muted luminous green glow, he felt the seats beginning to auto-adjust ergonomically for the sitters’ comfort. 
Lyril was seated a little farther away at a transparent glass screen desktop, still mulling over digital controls, pressing backlit keys on a virtual keyboard that had materialized on the dashboard. 
“WELCOME TO THE AUV SAMUDRAYAAN. YOU ARE REQUESTED TO REMAIN SEATED CALMLY THROUGH THE TENURE OF THE DIVE. PLEASE PRESS THE RED BUTTON ON YOUR RIGHT ARMRESTS FOR THE SEAT BELTS.”
On doing as they were told, the seatbelts fastened automatically across the passengers’ waists! 
“Doesn’t it remind you of the Iron Man movies?” whispered Idhaya, leaning sideways to Karthik. He couldn’t answer to that reference really; he hadn’t seen them.
“Mr. Tho, what’s an AUV?” she shifted her attention. 
“Aha, Miss Idhaya, I am happy you are asking me what an AUV is. It is being an autonomous under-water vehicle, used for special explorations carried out deep under the seas and oceans. They can be operated automatically, without need for manual interventions from a ship. You see, we are having no cables attached to the boat, so we will be diving underneath the surface independently, exploring around, and returning to the preprogrammed location — which is here — at the docking boat.” 
Mr. Tholkapiyar certainly seemed to share Mr. Theraiyar’s penchant for elaborate narratives as he did everything else, noticed Idhaya, if only not his name. And no matter who he said he was, she was rather suspicious of the fact he wasn’t actually the twin brother. It defied her logic and her eyes!
 
“COUNTDOWN TO LAUNCH COMMENCING TEN… NINE… EIGHT… SEVEN…”
A gentle wobble affected the passengers, and they felt a mild plop downward and what sounded like claps, flaps, and lights shutting on and off. Panic gripped the children in the ensuing darkness.
“THREE… TWO… ONE… ZERO…”
Finally, the LEDs went off again, teasing the passengers with winks for some time, as the AUV miraculously transformed into a transparent glass globe! Its white walls had erased themselves out completely! Sunlight beamed through the waves, and they witnessed themselves descending inside the ocean! 
“This is being a transparent acrylic sphere with a titanium hull. We are having all-round full 360-degree vision and safety to withstand the atmospheric pressure of water, which will be as much as 400 atmospheres, perhaps even greater, as we are beginning to descend deeper and deeper…,” continued Mr. Tho after the brief interlude. 
“SUBMERGE MODE: ON.
“NAVIGATION SONAR: ON.
“ACCOUSTIC MODEM: ON.
“OBSTACLE AVOIDANCE SONAR: ON,” declared the AI as part of command controls and obey conversation between Lyril and itself.
Karthik’s stomach churned! Submerged into the ocean?! Surely this wasn’t what Idhaya had wanted, even though she didn’t look so devastated anymore. 
He held his breath and the armrest tight as they sunk lower, the AUV gyrating gently through water, virtually soundless. 
Surrounded by waves and only waves, Karthik turned his head around to check across the circumferential portside; goodness, he didn’t even know how to swim, just in case need arose!
Idhaya, (although initially miffed at the prospect of her trip having gone awry entirely), stayed calm, preferring to hold her tongue rather than throw a tantrum right now. She looked up at the receding sunlight instead, waving in the water. She felt as if someone had picked her up and packed her inside a snow globe! It actually felt fantastic!
“SUNLIGHT ZONE.”
So, this is a submarine — kind of — deduced Karthik. “Mr. Tho, where are we going?”
“Aha, Master Karthik, Lyril is being the pilot, he is navigating us; you will be seeing shortly for yourself!” Karthik was certain both exchanged cryptic glances between themselves even as Mr. Tho spoke, but before he could be absolutely sure, he was distracted again.
“Do you see that? You are now seeing marine snow; the animals — marine creatures, that is — are all feeding on this. It is being all organic matter you know, sinking in from the sunlight zone to below the surface.” 
A shoal of blue-eyed lemon peel angelfish swam by, as the AUV dove vertically down. They were across the windowpane, which went around. Oh, how smooth and graceful they looked with bold bright yellow bodies!
“Wow!” interjected Idhaya with delight. “What’s that? What’s that?” she squealed with wonder.
Something was pressing its lips on the glass as if kissing the window! It blew up into a ball with spikes in a jiffy.
“Aha! Pufferfish, Miss Idhaya, also being known as the blowfish! Look! Do you see now? To the right? Swimming with such grace at slow pace — the ageless sea-turtles! They are having soft leathery shells, so they are being called leather back turtles. They are crossing the oceans entirely, several times in their lives. But they are known to never forget about their birthplace — their native place. They are always returning to it to mate and nest.”
“But how do they remember where to return?! The ocean is so vast. How do they know?” inquired Karthik, perplexed at the fact.
“They are having something called an internal GPS within their cells that is always guiding them, Master Karthik, to the right place instinctively. All living organisms have that; do you know DNA Master Karthik?” he asked to confirm.
Both kids nodded positively, certainly they had learnt in science class about DNA compounds. Mr. Tho continued, “They are also being naturally equipped with magneto-receptive sense, meaning they are capable of tuning into the earth’s magnetic field to guide them as a natural compass to their destination in this tract less ocean…”
“TWILIGHT ZONE: 1,000 MS.” 
The children became aware of cold seeping into the atmosphere of the AUV as it got darker and darker, and they tunneled lower and deeper. They were beginning to feel a little number for it too.
“Have you seen the great white sharks? They are having electro-magnetic receptors in their bodies and can be detecting electrical fields of living organisms, as much as 500 million times sharper than us humans! So, you are never to be making enemies of the GWS; they are knowing where to find you!” he forewarned on a serious note, little the kids knowing he meant it as a harmless joke! 
He laughed instantly to relieve them of their fears. “Aha! I am joking now!”
“I know that!” asserted Idhaya, ignoring the humor and pointing to the windscreen instead, where a black and white mass flapped its wing like limbs. “It’s a Sing Ray!” she announced with triumph in her voice that echoed through the chamber.
“Miss Idhaya, you are meaning Sting Ray!” corrected Mr. Tho injudiciously, earning himself her disgruntled grimace. 
“Squid!” shot out Karthik, and therein was launched short and enthusiastic guessing game by both of them, as more creatures of the deep blue sea: octopuses, jellyfishes and hammerhead sharks, swam past.
A queer and tall organism with writhing limbs and long tentacles came swinging by, accompanied with more invertebrates.
“Giant Squid!” identified Mr. Tho correctly, joining in the game, as it approached close to the screen to grip the AUV in a deadly embrace, a single eye glaring ominously at the daring tourists. But just at the moment, the AUV plunged down unwarranted to safety, causing another sinking churn in Karthik’s insides.
“MIDNIGHT ZONE.”
The bright cabin lights paled in the stygian gloom that engulfed the vehicle. Karthik preferred not to be aware of exactly how deep they were inside the unknown.
“XENON STROBES: ON.”
Strong flashlights switched on in the lower diameter of the probe, being so strong that they reflected light upwards. 
“TEMPERATURE PROBES: ON.
“MEDUSA: ON.”
Medusa? Wasn’t that the mythological Greek monster, with slithering snakes for hair? Karthik’s head jerked at that bit of info.
“Aha, Master Karthik, Medusa is the very special camera tracking system of the SamudraYaan, invented by Dr. Edith Widder, founder of Ocean Research & Conservation, for detecting even the most of the elusive sea creatures. It is using a special red light, undetectable by sea creatures, to track and observe them.
“And the Xenon Strobe; what’s that?” asked Idhaya obliquely; it had sounded so queer.
“Those are being the exterior lighting systems of this AUV, Miss Idhaya, to make the benthic ecology — err — the seabed and its living organisms that occupy it more visible. You see, we are now swimming in the below 4,000 meters under sea level, where the temperatures are dropping to lower than four degrees centigrade, and the atmospheric pressure is becoming fifteen gms. It is being called the Zone of No Light. So, we are needing the best external visibility we can get to see in the haze now.”
“But why are we swimming so low and deep, Mr. Tho? Is this actually a submarine? Are we looking for an enemy ship?” Karthik’s imagination had taken a flight of fancy, much to the amusement of Lyril and Mr. Tho, who couldn’t save themselves from chuckling aloud. 
“No. No, Master Karthik, no enemies here, I am assuring you!” 
“Then what exactly are we looking for in the deep?” cut in Idhaya, definitely not amused herself.
“Err, actually, somebodies are looking for us!” he replied, surprising them altogether. “The whole point in you having the Golden Ticket was to be having adventures now, isn’t it? To be going and seeing new things, places, animals, and people you hadn’t seen before, in ways you hadn’t done before, and for reasons you hadn’t thought before, wasn’t it?” he reminded. 
How was it possible he knew what Mrs. Tweedy had said? 
“But why only us? Why aren’t there any others on board today?” persisted Karthik. 
“Now, you’re not being afraid of traveling alone, are you, at your age, Master Karthik? Besides, not everyone is having the Golden Ticket like you; it is a privilege being offered rarely,” replied Mr. Tho, revealing his pearly set of thirty-two.
Karthik felt compelled to ponder over that last clause…
Why? Why had he been gifted the Golden Ticket, in truth? Why not Idhaya or anyone else? She was always getting gifts from her parents, her grandparents, her uncles, or her aunts, and she was always bringing them over to show and share them with Karthik. 
As for himself, he rarely received any! His grandparents had died when he was little, and he didn’t really have any real relatives, none that he knew of. Amma gave him a gift annually on his birthday — a new pair of clothes. They were, he realized, poor in a matter-of-fact way, not in a miserable sort of way. Not that it had ever bothered him much, for they had always had enough to get by. 
Amma gave him all her love and cooked the best food ever! Coconut dips, payasam, sambar, and the best fluffy and soft idlis! His tiffin was always packed with them, made by the hands of she who he loved most in the world. And of course, he shared it with Idhaya, she who he loved second best, (or maybe even equally) of all. Who else would he share it with? He had Amma, and he had Idhaya; his life was full and complete!
“ENTERING SUBMARINE CANYON.”
“What’s that?!” gasped Idhaya, for it sounded so forbidding. 
The AUV tilted to an angle and looked downward in a slant. 
“Oh! Nothing to be fearing, children!” assured Mr. Tho in his usual cheery face, even at this somber announcement. “Just make sure your seat belts are fastened.”
The next moment, they shot off at a speed that was unexpected from a machine so small, the xenon strobes illuminating the track it took in these trackless waters!
So far, they had only descended down a y-axis; now their AUV maneuvered like a racing car through the highways of water horizontally.
“SPEED: 25 KNOTS.”
Wasn’t that the speed of stealth submarines and black marlins by most standards, wondered Karthik. He had read about them in the Nat Geo Kids magazine in the school library…
This sudden zoom of events stirred up the children sufficiently, subsuming their fears for the moment.
‘Where are we off to?’ wondered Idhaya, intrigued by the possibility of going anywhere in particular in this wide and vast water world. 
“Oh! You will be seeing very soon, Miss Idhaya,” informed Mr. Tho, reading her thoughts.
Karthik steeled both his stomach and his nerves as the AUV sped off into the aquatic wilderness. It wasn’t bearing all too good with him; he had lurking suspicions crawling all over his mind like red ants in a frenzy over sugar crystals. He felt horribly uncomfortable at the thought of being submerged in water, and he was equally confused yet excited about everything at the same time! Could his emotions have ever been more scattered?!
This AUV — SamudraYaan — had obviously been crafted by some very advanced tech company — Tesla, (probably), for they were into space explorations and cargo drop-offs. But nowhere inside the ball did it say so: Tesla, why?
It was customized to seat just six people. Why? Who was missing? 
It seemed ideal for such deep underwater excursions. Excursion? What kind of excursion were they here to see? The marine wildlife? But why so far down below in the dark? Hadn’t they seen enough already? 
A long way into the dark deep, they halted. 
“Why have we stopped here?” Idhaya was agitated over this break.
“We must be waiting now, Miss Idhaya,” answered Mr. Tho, his eyes searching for something through the plexiglass porthole of their spherical vehicle, where the children only saw haze and darkness. 
“Why?” her next question went unanswered. 
“HYDROPHONES ON,” announced the AI in the pin-drop silence that prevailed, pregnant with anticipation. Karthik noticed both Lyril and Mr. Tho scanned the ocean anxiously. 
Idhaya leaned forward in her seat in suspense. Karthik scrunched his forehead. 
Why were they waiting here? For what?
“At these depths, the ocean can be getting very hazy, but if we are waiting patiently, the sea-silt will settle, and it will all be clearing up.” Time ticked by the second on the digital screen as if it was a countdown to a bomb launch.
A queer tingling feeling rose up Karthik’s spine, even as Idhaya’s pupils dilated. 
Something was about to happen here for sure! They could feel it in their bones now. 
A subtle vibration passed through the walls and floor of the AUV and rose upwards through their feet. It struck stronger and stronger at regular intervals. And then, it jittered everyone so hard, as if they had been shaken up by some invisible gargantuan force! 
Was that an earthquake? Here in the water?
A waterquake?! Could it be so? 
“Is that… that some music? Some song?” asked Idhaya, straining her ears intently as they picked up a dull but definite musical chorus being repeated rhythmically through the deep. She had both the ears and nose for music, an acute sense of both note and rhythm, for she was undergoing formal training in classical Bharatanatyam, after all. 
(In fact, her secret most ambition was to enroll at the Kalakshetra in Chennai- one of the most lauded institutions in the nation for performing arts. Idhaya often dreamed of performing solo one day with the spotlights falling solely on her on stage, following her jingling footsteps as she danced around the floor for an audience that would be compelled to grant her a standing ovation for rendering a fantastic performance! But this was a secret she wasn’t willing to share with anyone; no one would ever know of this… except of course Karthik.) 
“Yes!” whispered Mr. Tho in confirmation, surprising both of them with that affirmative, tension evident on his face. “It’s a signal, a song, a code,” he whispered weirdly. Lyril had bent forward on his dashboard, edgy with the same expression. 
“Mr. Tho, why are you whispering?” asked Idhaya in a bluff normal voice.
Karthik, equally puzzled, caught sight of a surreptitious movement by the deck just then, which was instantaneously followed by Lyril’s verbal corroboration. “There!” The AUV shuddered strongly once again, as if grappling for balance. 
“What’s that?!” Idhaya almost jumped off her chair but was curtailed significantly by her seat belt.
Karthik’s stomach churned vigorously once more! Was that a single eye he had spotted? Had the giant squid followed them all the way down here? Why?
“Aha!” A sigh of relief escaped Mr. Tho’s lips. “Do you see now, children?” 
A luminous blue outline of something ginormous passed them by. A submarine at last? 
“Look; there’s one here too!” yelled Idhaya, spotting another across on the opposite side.
Miraculously, the waters had become clear and transparent.
A fluke! It appeared at one edge whilst another went around the reverse of the round ship they were in, clearly visible at a safe distance. 
Karthik encountered a large eye on an oversized ovoid mass of flesh, at least a hundred feet long, peeking inside their AUV. 
Oh, these weren’t giant squids!
“Blues!” stated Mr. Tho with both satisfaction and relief. “Children, meet our friends, the blue whales, the biggest living creatures on the planet of Earth!” he introduced. 
The strobe lights lit them up in full blast, fully illumining the corpulent frames of the giant mammals. 
“Mr. Tho, you were waiting for them, the blue whales?” asked Karthik, totally astounded, pointing his finger to the behemoths that swam outside. 
“Yes!” he answered in simple honesty, his thirty-two gleaming again!
This was something Karthik or Idhaya had only remotely read about, or seen on tv, if they remembered correctly. But not something they could have actually ever thought of witnessing in person in the deepest part of the unknown Indian Ocean waters in real time!
There was a pair here, swimming synchronously around the sphere. Which must be a mere football for them, something they could just smash with a smack of either fluke!
Then as if on pre-planned timing, they flapped their flukes concurrently and swam farther off. Lyril clicked some keys, and the AUV took off after them in hot pursuit, xenon lights leading their trail. 
“SPEED: 35 KNOTS.”
“Why?”
“For they alone can be leading the way from here on. The ocean can be a water maze, Master Karthik, and we are not wanting to be lost here, now, are we? Especially in the underwater jungles of the south!” he said in an enigmatic voice. 
“Lead the way to where?” cut in Idhaya.
“To the Ruins of the Lost Continent!”
“The what?” 
“The Lost Continent, Master Karthik! It is true, what I’m saying to you; the blues know where the island sunk exactly! They are its gatekeepers — they have been doing so for generations after generations since it sank! Look: here they are, bringing us to the Oak Forests.” He pointed to the viewport. 
Oak forests underwater?!
The waters were clear, and certainly, the blue whales had led them over a tree line with very distinguished oak trees, continuing to call out with their pulsating musical score, causing the AUV to rattle regularly. 
“In the ocean, communication is a serious challenge; light and odor, as most animals are using on land, are failing to function as well in water. But sound — yes — it can be traveling four times faster in water, so many marine animals are making use of it. 
“Toothed whales and dolphins are using clicks and coders, but baleen whales like the mynkes and these blues are preferring to sing songs! In fact, children, these sounds are being so amplified that they are even managing to communicate trans-oceanically! Also, each discrete whale clan is having their own personal song, which are sometimes getting modified down the generations by them over time. 
“These two blues here are singing their own special song, which we played first on the AUV’s megaphone to contact them and call them over. That song is belonging to their dynasty since generations past and has been preserved since then. They heard us through the water, and then tracing the song to the vehicle, they swam instantly from unknown, hidden, and secret spaces which they inhabit in the seas. But till today, no one is knowing where they are actually dwelling!”
“You mean to say you already had their songs recorded with you?” simplified Karthik, amply befuddled.
“Yes, of course! We are knowing and having their song since before the continent sank. It is being the signature code of this clan of blues since centuries. It has been used to keep the line of communication between them and us intact and connected!”
“But to have done that you would have had to know, to understand, their language! So, are you saying you — or whoever recorded their music — communicated with the blue whales?” Karthik was trying his best to piece this puzzle together.
“Yes!” 
“But how can anyone talk to whales?” asked Idhaya, equally intrigued.
“Not necessarily talk in human sort of way, Miss Idhaya, but transferring and exchanging ideas and coherent thoughts for communication. It was common in the past when humans and animals co-existed in harmony and empathy, supporting each other’s mutual well-being. Now I am understanding, in these times as today, it is unthinkable and impossible simply because of the greed of man!” 
“DESTINATION: ARRIVED.”
“The Gates of the Lost Continent! We have reached!” announced Lyril with evident relief and happiness in his voice.
The xenon strobes did much to enlighten the paths that spread up. 
Towers and towers of tall stone pillars stood upright in the water, going forward in a curve. They were thickly entwined with foliage of seaweed and many marine plants. 
Two majestic columns marking an entrance into something much larger and grander beyond showed up on their screens. 
It was a gate of sorts, with something written in an unrecognizable script of unknown provenance on the gigantic gopuram that still stood solid, secure, and defiant.
The blues stood vertically against each other exchanging a sort of head hug emotionally, their pectoral fins dancing. 
An embrace of love between two of the biggest species on the planet! The kids witnessed this unparalleled sight in amazement, moved to tears!
And breaking off gently, they resumed their horizontal swim strokes across the gates.
“BATHMETRIC9 MAPS: ON.”
Lyril’s cockpit area lit up with fully blown images of unknown objects that lay beneath them in the water, much like an architect’s model plan. Surprisingly, he took the moment to speak. “This is a Lidar scan, children, a reconstructed image of the terrain and architecture that is spread out below and before us. As we proceed, you will know exactly what we are cruising over below. To put it simply, it gives us an aerial view of the land that lies submerged under water.”
Sure enough, an entrance was projected on the glass screen, true to the likeness of what they had just beheld before them. 
The whales sped up front under the gaze of the strobes, which illuminated everything it fell upon in HD clarity, the AUV tilting angularly to give its passengers a better gallery view. 
“What is that? What does it say?” Karthik pointed to the arch, sniffing up a distinct sandalwood fragrance arising nearby.
“Welcome to the Island-Continent of Kumari Kandam; that’s what it says on the arch. The script is Proto-Tamizh,10 the singular oldest language of the planet,” informed M.A. gently, seated on the chair that had lain vacant for much of the trip. “Hello, children, how happy I am to see you again!” he greeted pleasantly.
“Mr. M.A.!” shot off both of them in mild shock and the pleasure of reacquaintance combined.
“Confused, are you now?” he questioned.
“An underwater island-continent? And blue whales leading us up to it? What’s all this about? Is it all true, Mr. M.A.?!” Karthik sidestepped his astonishing magical appearance in the AUV out of thin air, finding the need for clarity overpower his disbelief.
“My dear boy,” humored M.A., “the island was a vast continent, and not always underwater; certainly not 85,000 years ago. It was the vastest in the Indian Ocean; in fact, the peninsular of India was a fragment of it.”
“Eighty-five thousand years ago?!” they exclaimed together.
“Yes!” he confirmed with authority that needn’t be questioned. “Look at the scans there — dwellings built at sharp, accurate right angles, the inlay of roads and lanes across residential areas, the agoras, fountains, community centers…”
The children paid close attention to his guided tour of the scan, simultaneously looking through the glass windows for cross-reference. It was true; everything was laid out just so, but they never would have guessed it right without his narrative, for the architecture had been largely overlaid by multicolored sea coral gardens. How splendid these looked, just like a real garden with spring in full bloom!
The lidar scan revealed distinctly that each and every residential block had tree-lined avenues and was bordered by hedges of palmyra palms. 
“And what are those?” Idhaya pointed curiously to a glinty shape that seemed to be replicating its presence over every roof they passed over. 
“You mean the parabolas? They are pure gold neutrino receptors installed above every dwelling for supply of energy. Each architectural unit in Kumari Kandam was a self-energy-efficient unit.”
“You mean it had electricity 85,000 years ago?” Karthik’s forehead furrowed deeply.
“Yes, it did. Why not? It was well-versed in the wheeling and dealings of nature — what you call the sciences today. Mundane life and wisdom traditions were not isolated from technology in Kumari Kandam. The inhabitants were well advanced to make use of what nature generously and freely offers to everyone should we but know how to make use of it.”
This was getting too challenging for the children to believe at face value, who had been academically bred and conditioned with the notion that the past had naturally been an age of barbaric and uncivilized human existence, regressive and plain primitive!
 
Floating over the avenues, they came to an oval layout, demarcated by tall cypress trees, a flurry of fountains in a gigantic egg-shaped pool. It was bordered by huge statues of female entities as much as fourteen feet tall that had been severely invaded by algae.
“What’s that?” marveled Karthik at the grand spread ahead.
“The Grand Palace of the Brixta! And those are the fifteen statues of the Nitya Devis, weathered by the ravages of water, vegetation, and time. They who formed the governing Council of the Continent. Overarched by the 16th — the one standing on the parapet — at the top of the staircase leading up to and inside the palace is The Brixta herself, the Matriarch of the Kumari Kandam Continent. The Regal One — the one gifted with all the attributes to guide her people to full advancement. Kumari Kandam was a feminine society, or what you might call a matriarchal polity today.”
“You mean there weren’t any men in their society?”
“No! Of course not! Most certainly there were; a matriarchal society doesn’t imply absence of males, it only suggests that its people were led by the feminine aspects. That was considered the Divine Alma Mater. For there could be no better way of being led.”
“But what happened to the island-continent then? Why does it lie here, under the sea?” queried Idhaya.
“About 15,000 years ago, the Council foresaw an impending cosmic accident in this solar system: an explosion in the neighboring planet of Mars would lob chunks of debris to Earth in its trajectory. The nearest date and time were mathematically approximated, and preparations precipitated. Evacuations of as many as two million residents present at that time — in various segments — to various directions, as safety measures, were launched. 
The citizens were given a choice to select where they wanted to head. Huge numbers of naval fleet were dispatched to Mid-East, Eurasia, Eastern Africa, South America, and the Deccan Plateau. True enough, the rogue meteors struck in almost the same time as estimated, falling into the Indian Ocean, causing mega-tsunamis higher than the Himalayas and concurring earthquakes.
How the continent shook! How it lay completely awash! The neck of land that connected Kumari Kandam with the Indian subcontinent fractured and detached, the fierce waves causing it to plop into the ocean like Parle-g dunked in hot tea! The ocean swallowed it whole, leaving no trace behind, like it had never ever been at all, wiping away the civilization and culture that had thrived so long successfully, all without a trace…”
“And what about the Nitya Devis? And the people who escaped?”
“Each of the emigrating batches was accompanied by a pair or more of the Nityas, and they settled wherever they chose to land in the new world after the cataclysm, taking with them the memory of a glorious past they had just lost in the fury of water. In due time, each branch of the emigrants got absorbed into the local fabric of life they embraced. As they did, enriching these new worlds with their knowledge and the culture they had brought along, their individuality merged into theirs, and memories of home became distant and more distant still, blurring with time. Memory became history, and history became legend. Legends became myths, and myths became the mist of the past, too hazy to even recall that there had once been a memory.”
The poignance in his gentle voice moved them, and Karthik felt certain that for M.A., the loss had been personal. Could it be? Could he too have witnessed the end of the great Kumari Kandam? 
“And the Brixta? What became of her? Where did she go?” he asked, not missing any minutiae in this strange saga. 
“Made desolate by the loss of her land, the disintegration of her peoples and wisdom, tradition, she waited, until the last boats left the wharfs. She witnessed the island sink and be consumed whole by the unrelenting waters. Then she vanished, temporarily.”
“Meaning?”
“She was compelled to wait until a particular time that was to be apt in the future. When she could and would begin gathering and reclaiming all the fragments of the collective wisdom that had been lost. And begin disseminating it to those who would have it.” 
The AUV hovered over the statues on the steps that led into the palace. The blues had swum away. Everyone inside had assumed dignified silence at the narration of this tale, Mr. Tho and Lyril having remained particularly soundless. 
M.A.’s attention turned directly to Karthik. “Now, this is for you to deliver to Mrs. Tweedy,” he instructed, handing him the Bordeaux silk box with an insignia on it. “And this brings us to the end of today’s discussion and excursion!” he concluded with a smile. 
“But aren’t we going inside the palace?”
“There is nothing left of it; it was destroyed by the water, and the rest by time. Only rubbles remain.”
That’s what the scanners showed as well. Beyond the pillars, there were only blocks of stone and ruble, seaweed, and fishes swimming unhindered about their business. 
Alas!
The AUV reconnoitered the area and came back to its earlier position. “But how big are the ruins, and to where do they extend?” persisted Karthik.
“The tremors caused the island to fracture at various joints, and it broke up into parts. The waters swept them away, so, fragments are scattered all over the Indian Ocean, covered by the silt of the seabed now. Some can be traced, others lost. Some ruins extend to as far down as the Antarctic!” answered M.A. obligingly.
“PREPARING TO RESURFACE.”
The AUV angled upwards, and the blues came back to the line of vision, rattling it once more as they sang their songs playfully, then parted in opposite directions. All the while, their eyes focused inside the chamber of the AUV — the size of a puny ball in ratio to their ginormous bodies. Karthik was engaged in an eye lock with one of them especially, his heart nearly leaping out into his mouth as he did. 
“Did you see that? They actually looked into each of us as if… as if…”
“They’re trying to make contact!” 
That’s what Karthik understood, at least, for he had felt both of them looking at him and then uncannily into him, like inside his soul! Their pectoral fins flapped when they did this as if saying, “Hello! Welcome!”
An altogether unprecedented experience for Karthik! He felt… touched somehow by these gentle giants in a way he had never been before. Something had opened up inside him, bringing along tears, unasked for…
If only… If only… Had there not been these shackles of a seat belt withholding him or the barrier of a glass screen, or the handicap of his crutch, he would have been out there swimming with them, touching their bodies, out in the water! Yes, he would have!
In a second, they slapped their fins and flukes, rolled over, and went vertical, racing above as Lyril navigated behind, close at their heels. Darkness became dim and dimmer as they ascended towards the surface, and finally there was sunlight once again!
The whales raced ahead, and amorphous shadows began to emerge above the surface; the AUV turned left along their side. 
What’s that? thought the children.
A school of tightly packed crustaceans circulated in a swarm. Unexpectedly, both blues lunged forward, exposing their baleen that hung down from their upper jaws like a curtain and devoured almost a ton of the tiny shellfish together in one go! 
Their mouths swelled up with the intake but normalized gradually again as water flowed off sideways from their jaws. 
“Krill!” Mr. Tho pointed excitedly. “As large as they are being, blue whales can only be feeding on tiny seafood which they can swallow easily down their narrow throats. They are liking krill best for this very reason and are eating as much as four tons per day!” he educated. 
The AUV too lunged upwards and shot out into fresh air and sunlight once again, lights switching off automatically as they resurfaced. The boat they had left behind stood awaiting them patiently nearby.
And as if to mark a befitting finale to this intriguing undersea trip, the blues jumped out of the water and somersaulted in opposite directions, convulsing the AUV fearfully even though they were hundreds of meters apart!
What a spectacular performance!
Everyone dashed to the window screen as soon as their seatbelts self-released, applauding merrily! The blues slapped their flukes in final adieu and then dove down into the water, disappearing into its depths, leaving the waves rippling vacantly behind them. 
Karthik looked back at the seat delightfully to call out to M.A. to join them, but it too was vacant once again! 
He still held the insigniated silk box in his hands though.
 

CHAPTER 6
MRS. TWEEDY ASKS
Present once again at the Sands of Time, Karthik handed over the dispatch to Mrs. Tweedy. Neither he nor Idhaya had broken the tacit protocol of not looking into it.
In a departure from her normal tendency to overtalk, Idhaya was surprisingly reticent today, noted Karthik, in fact, even indifferent to the course of conversation that followed between him and Mrs. Tweedy.
He himself was all attention as the senior duly examined the contents of the box in private and snapped it shut with satisfaction. “Alright then!” Mrs. Tweedy dismissed them. 
Karthik was let down. In abidance to his nature, he was brimming with curiosity and looked at Idhaya for some verbal moral support, but she stood obsessing herself with oscillating eye-mudras at the mirror.
He braved the storm alone. “Mrs. Tweedy, err, may I please ask.” He stopped as panic attacked. 
“Go on,” she said, narrowing her eyes with a hint of suspicion.
“Mrs. Tweedy, on both our trips so far, in air and under sea, we’ve seen things that… err… that…”
“That you never knew of,” she completed.
“That don’t exist!” he corrected. “The hot-air balloon ride, we saw herds and herds of the Sivatheriun! And underwater, in the AUV, we actually went to a continent that was lost in time!” 
“And?” She expected more assumptions to follow.
“Err… I checked on Idhaya’s phone — it’s a smartphone — on Google. It says Sivatheriums have been extinct for thousands of years! And Kumari Kandam is only a myth! So, they both don’t really exist!” he blurted out, hoping she’d take him a little seriously. 
“Oh, that’s debatable, what you think exists, what actually does exist, or what doesn’t. Don’t you think it’s a little presumptuous of you to be presuming such things with such absolutism? How old are you, about eleven or twelve?”
“I’m going to be thirteen this year in November,” he answered with adult pride. 
She accepted that seriously. “Now may I ask you a question?” she returned, bending forward on the glass table, her arms placed in opposite directions as always, looking into his brown eyes with her own aquamarine blue, causing ripples of trepidation in the former.
“Yes!” he hissed out.
“How long have you been like this?” Her eyes indicated at the crutch underneath his armpit. 
“Since birth, I think!” 
“Why do you carry the crutch when you’re already wearing a heeled boot?”
He looked down briefly at his black leather school shoes with a three-inch heel on the left foot. “To balance myself when I walk and to ease the pain. I have CLD.”
“It pains you to walk?”
“It hurts when I walk without a crutch; my heel presses down hard on the shoe. And I’ve always used the crutch, ever since I can remember.”
“It can be fixed, you know, your foot. All it needs is a surgery. Have you shown it to a doctor?”
“Amma takes me to the doctor once a year when I need to get new shoes. But I don’t know anything about the surgery. Is it truly possible?” he thought aloud.
“What does she do, Amma?” 
“She is in the housekeeping department, at a large guest house.”
“And your father?”
“He passed away when I was a baby.”
Mrs. Tweedy considered him ever more seriously, just as he had wanted her to before, but not for the same reasons. He was getting visibly uncomfortable answering personal questions, she noticed, continuously looking down at his feet and shuffling his stance.
Unexpectedly then, she beamed out a smile! 
“Shall we go now?” butted in Idhaya irritably, her tone marked with impatience. 
“Yes, off you go, both of you! And thank you for delivering this.” She tapped at the box on the table, sounding genuinely grateful.
Karthik carried his disappointment outside the realm of the gallery and then reproached Idhaya, “Why are you in such a hurry today?” 
He was absolutely certain Mrs. Tweedy was withholding a lot of facts from them, more than he could piece together to solve this puzzle that had grown to become a white elephant in the room.
“Be-cause” she sang, “I have to get back home and pack! I don’t have so much free time as you do!” 
“Pack? What for?”
“I’m going to the village, silly! To visit Grandma, and my uncles and aunts and my cousins! Oh, what fun! We’ll climb the mango trees in the orchards and Vani, Ganapathi, and Shiva will pluck out all the ripe orange ones, and we’ll have a feast!” Looking at his face hanging low already, she rejoined supportively, “I’ll bring back some for you too!” 
“When will you be back?” He already felt sick miserable at the prospect of her leaving.
“Oh, after three or four weeks, probably!”
“That’s the entire summer vacation!” he exclaimed.
“Can’t tell you for sure; it depends on Amma and Appa!” 
Idhaya’s eyes sparkled as they looked forward to a summer full of fun and frolic with family in her ancestral home in the village. 
Karthik’s eyes showed otherwise, having already grown misty. He had no family besides Amma, and they never went anywhere for vacations. The farthest they had been was to the Dhyanlingam Temple, less than ten kms from Coimbatore. 
Both were lost in their personal reveries on the way back home on the bus. 
It wasn’t just Karthik’s heel that hurt him sometimes, it was his heart too. 
Mrs. Tweedy’s eyes had followed him out until the children were out of sight, observing closely the boy’s coordination of leg and crutch, and his dependency on it. 
“There is hope yet; there is hope,” she confirmed.
 
 

CHAPTER 7
CANOPUS 9
The rains in July lashed down on Coimbatore, drowning the city and bringing the much-needed pleasant wetness to relieve every one of the scorching heat. How cool it felt to have the rain soak through clothes and drip all the way down to the feet!
Karthik loved the fragrance the dry earth exuded as it was drenched in water, becoming one with it. He thought of the continuously processing hydrological cycle, wondering how far the monsoons traveled over the Indian Ocean to drop their load in the southern part of the subcontinent. How many miles afar over the sea, the hills, valleys, and jungles had they drifted bearing the moisture they so freely shed now and would through the season… and then just vanish without a trace in two months’ time. 
Unfathomable were the ways of nature, were they not? He looked up at the pouring sky…
“Karthik, come in! You’ll catch a cold!” called Amma, a little startled to watch him stand in their little courtyard enjoying the deluge thoroughly that morning.
He returned inside, happy that the spate of water had cooled him and dried himself. 
“I’m running late!” she exclaimed, putting her handbag on her shoulder and coming forward to kiss him on the forehead. “I’ll be back by 6:00 or 6:30, latest! There’s uttapam for lunch!” She smiled as she hurried out, closing the door behind her. 
Karthik looked out of his window. School was off for summer, and Idhaya had retreated to her village. So, he filled up his long days with sketches and idyllic musings.
He had requested Amma for an affordable smartphone so that he might pass his time better with the web. But she had asked him to be patient and wait until she received the bonus which was due later in the year. 
By and large, he was confined to the quarters of their small home; he didn’t have anyone to play with or anywhere to go…
Unless… Unless…! Idhaya wouldn’t really approve of it, but she wasn’t here. 
What was he supposed to do? She’d been gone for over a week already! He felt anger swell up within him.
Should he dare? Why not?
He went to his desk. Out came the cerulean blue tin box, and from within it, its prized content.
How could he be expected to sit and wait around for somebody whose return couldn’t be relied upon? No!
He’d just take a quick trip and return. It was only morning, after all; no one would really know!
And Idhaya? The thought knocked on his conscience again.
Of course, I’ll tell her when she returns! Whenever she returns! But I can’t just sit around waiting for her, doing nothing! He expunged the guilt that was beginning to build up in his mind. 
He sat down and pressed the chip with his thumbprint, affirming his mode of travel, before these second thoughts could sway him more. 
And that was that! He had zapped through and across space-time and arrived at… 
“Where is this?” he puzzled under a sparkling night sky, a glorious supermoon hanging in it.
“Oh, it’s so chilly!” He froze with cold biting into his bones in those mere few seconds of pondering!
Uh! Had he been too rash? Had he come to the right place? There was nothing and no one around! It seemed pretty much deserted, and the sky hung dangerously low and close!
“TOOT! TOOT!” tolled a golf cart from yonder, a hand waving out to him!
“Lyril!” screamed Karthik joyfully, genuinely glad to see that friendly face here in so desolate a location. 
“Master Karthik!” Lyril sped up to him, stopping the cart right at his feet. “Please, do get in!” he invited, gesturing to the empty seat next to his.
Enthusiasm soaring once again, Karthik greeted happily, “How are you?” and “Where are we?” he shot. 
“I’m very well, and to answer your next question, we are in Aoraki.”
“What?” asked Karthik, clearly not understanding.
“The Dark Sky Reserve in Aoraki, South Island, New Zealand,” he clarified.
“New Zealand?!” Karthik was absolutely thrilled with this surprise. 
“Yes, it is the best one of the best stargazing spots in the southern hemisphere below the equator. Wait till you see the Digital Dome Planetarium! It gets you up close and personal with all the celestial spheres. But that’s for later. Have you the ticket?”
“Yes!” said Karthik, presenting it to him from his shirt pocket. 
Lyril noticed how his hair had shot up in spikes and the goosebumps on his hands! The cold had seeped in deep, making him shiver hard as the wind blew harder with the golf cart’s motion. 
Karthik braved it all the same and asked, “Where are we going?”
“To the Launch Deck. But first, we’ll get you suitably clothed,” replied Lyril, concerned as his cheeks and nose were fast turning as red as Rudolph’s!
“Launch Deck?!”
The golf cart had wound its way uphill and come through an open gate that read overhead INTERPLANETARY SOCIETY.
A stark but prominent white dome stood ahead, resembling the hemisphere of the moon that dangled in the sky. 
“What’s that?” asked Karthik, getting off the cart as Lyril switched its engine off, parking it by a traffic island on the tarmac road. 
“Aha! Master Karthik! You are arriving a little late today!” Oh! It was Mr. Tho, stepping forward to greet him good-naturedly. “And I’m not seeing Miss Idhaya with you? Is she being absent today?” he checked.
“Hello, Mr. Tho! No, Idhaya isn’t joining us today; she’s visiting her village for the summer, so I came alone,” confirmed Karthik.
“Oh! Myself, Mr. Theraiyar! You can call me Thé!” he corrected. “I am seeing you are feeling very cold, Master Karthik! Please come inside; it is very warm and comfortable, I’m assuring you!”
Karthik looked at him again to confirm. Yes, it could in fact be Mr. Thé, truly, for the mole on his cheek was missing. 
They walked past the planetarium and then behind it, where, by and by, came into view a disc-like structure mounted on a height of about a hundred feet less, with escalators leading in and out of it. 
“That is the Light Sail Z-Craft, the best spacecraft ever fabricated!”
Spacecraft?! A real spacecraft?!
Karthik’s legs wobbled like jelly for a bit, and he tried holding on tightly to his crutch. “Is that what we’re going on today?!” 
“Aha! Master Karthik, you are certainly choking! Is it being more from fear or cold? But you are not to be worrying, we have reached.” He took the first step up on the escalator, extending his hand, but Karthik managed to stand firm even though all the cells under his skin had turned frigid with tension. 
Lyril stepped right behind him on guard, just in case.
Karthik could barely breathe, rightly as Mr. Thé had guessed, the flurry of fear having merged with the cold. But both emotions began retreating as he climbed upwards, and his stronger inner self stepped up; this wasn’t a trip he’d back up from for any reason. This was going to be the trip of his lifetime! A real spacecraft! Every adventurous boy’s dream!
Strangely, it had never occurred to Karthik before that he had never had an adventurous streak! Maybe because the opportunity for adventure had just not quite arisen, until now. And now that it had, he would not let it pass unused!
As the stairs folded upwards, it began to get cozier. Eventually they landed on a lobby of sorts that had uniformed personnel marching about their business. Karthik was led by his escorts from the foyer to a chamber on the right, Mr. Thé ushering him in inside. “Come, Master Karthik, we must be giving you your proper travel attire first.”
He touched a button, and a closet with shutter doors opened, revealing an all-gray overall. Like the ones almost everyone was wearing here, only in different colors. This had a circular patch on its left chest side that said C9 AORAKI.
The hanger read MASTER KARTHIK.
His own special space suit!
He looked astonished at Mr. Thé who only smiled back at his astonishment and took it out. Behind it hung another hanger, whose label read MISS IDHAYA. 
That was redundant for now. If only! She didn’t quite know what she was missing out on, rued Karthik!
Mr. Thé left him alone in the chamber to change, and when he did come out, Karthik already looked half an astronaut! 
Mr. Thé was pleased; it suited him well, the space gray overalls!
They crossed the foyer and went in the opposite direction over a bridge into a humongous hall. 
Lyril assumed his position in a dark corner, surely as a navigator of the journey, like he always did. And here again in alignment were laid out a number of seats, which looked like recliners from a first class on a Boeing.
“Welcome to the cockpit of the Cosmo Cruiser, Master Karthik,” he announced grandly, switching on the lights. At once, the dark black room was illuminated with rows and more rows of light around the perimeter of the craft. 
Oh, hadn’t Mr. Thé been standing right next to him? How did he get to Lyril so fast? What’s that, the name patch on his chest pocket read Mr. Tho? Karthik shifted his gaze back to the one who had just escorted him here, the tall and lanky Mr. Thé — yes, he was here too!
They both were here together! And they did look like identical twins! Well, almost!
For with both their respective names printed clearly on their suits, they could now at least be well distinguished! 
The well-oiled scalp hair parted on the right for Mr. Thé and left for Mr. Tho. And yes, the distinct mole, that was present on Mr. Tho’s left cheek but absent on Mr. Thé’s. Besides that, there was the height to consider — Mr. Thé stood almost an inch taller than Mr. Tho, and his voice, although bearing similar enunciation and accent, was different from Mr. Tho’s by its depth, being more guttural indeed. 
Apart from that, to the unfamiliar and the untrained eye, it would be quite near impossible to contrast the two, for they bore more similarities as in the case of complexions, sort of the same features — brown eyes, common nose, black hair, a sandalwood mark on the forehead, and identical clothes. Who could ever say they weren’t related?
“Good, Master Karthik, I am seeing that you are now getting our names rightly!” congratulated Mr. Thé. “What with a little visual hint, of course! You will now certainly be recognizing us correctly after some practicing!”
And the identical usage of present-continuous tense in speech, reflected Karthik. 
Thank God for their name tags!
“But, Mr. Thé! Mr. Tho! How can we just go off into space like this? Doesn’t it take so many light years? And where are we going, actually?” he inquired with more eagerness than doubt. 
Lyril was busy over the control panel. Did he know how to operate everything? Anywhere? Karthik marveled at his super abilities through the corner of his eye. 
“You’ll be seeing, Master Karthik, very soon,” they chorused simultaneously. Dear God, they even thought alike!
“Does this spacecraft travel at light speed?”
“No, my dear boy, it travels faster, at the speed of thoughts! I can assure you that.” 
The central lounge chair swiveled on its rotatory axis, and the pleasant and calm countenance of M.A. beheld him with grace. 
“Sir!” let out Karthik completely taken aback! This was unprecedented; didn’t all of them appear one after the other on most occasions? And didn’t M.A. definitely make his own appearance towards the end of most excursions?
“Not necessarily, my boy!” he negated, as if having read into Karthik’s thoughts. Thé, Tho, and Lyril stood by their seats in signs of respect at the arrival of MA. 
“Come, my boy, take your seat here!” invited the sagely senior, “and let us be off!”
“Doors!” he instructed royally. Karthik heard them shut out any outside personnel and noise entirely. As he sat down, the chair fit around him and reclined at sixty degrees, leisurely lifting his legs up on a footrest. He kept his crutch by his side protectively, holding it tight with one hand.
In the pin-drop silence rang out loud and clear MA’s instruction: “CANOPUS 9.”
Karthik didn’t hear anything else, but in a moment’s elapse, he certainly felt the craft levitate. 
Yes, the alpine tops of Aoraki became visible, the pines almost reaching to touch the craft! He looked left and right through the windscreen; they were on an incline. 
A momentary buzz, like something was imminent, struck across the craft, becoming softer and subtler, and then everything blacked out! For Karthik at least, both light and consciousness were lost.
Both returned after a lapse of unknown duration, awakening Karthik, and everything seemed to be normal again — the lights, the craft, the stillness, and the silence. Karthik looked sideways through his eyes to check on his companions. Yes, they were all there thankfully, by the windscreen, staring out at an inky darkness.
Karthik too got up to join them. A luminous glow had appeared in the void. It became larger and larger, emerging as a blazing ball of fire. 
“Wh… What’s that?” 
“That, my boy, is Canopus — the brightest star in the southern hemisphere, second only to Sirius, but glorious all the same.” answered M.A. 
Karthik detected certain and absolute pride in that tone. “Star? You mean a sun?! We are actually out in outer space, you mean?!”
“Do you doubt? Look around, will you, my boy?”
Karthik did look around.
Most certainly, they were suspended in a void! He swept his vision briskly across the panorama. Wait; there was distant twinkling! Stars! The ones he saw through his window at night, on most nights! 
This blazing ball that was growing incredibly enormous by the moment, to which they were inching closer and closer to, was a real star!
“Yes, my boy, the ball of light you see here is the sun of this planetary system and my seat of power,” announced M.A.
“Your seat of power, meaning?”
“Meaning: it is here that I reside — it is my domain, my residence, my kshetra.” 
“You live on a star? How is it possible? Aren’t stars hot balls of gas?”
“Technically, I live in this star system, yes. To be precise, stars are balls of gases that help create planets, which orbit devotedly around them. In this case, the Canopus 9.”
A smaller orb emerged from the void, growing larger the closer it got, until the entire sphere was visible as a mass of land. 
“Do you notice the horizontal rings circling it? It’s the asteroid belt — a distinctive landmark. And this, my boy, is the very home planet of the Kumari Kandam Civilization that you are now fortunately witnessing; this is where the first peoples hailed from!”
“You mean Kumari Kandam was an alien civilization?!” Karthik was astounded. Justifiably so for him.
M.A. was amused at his incredulity. “About 85,000 years ago, a group of natives from Canopus 911 moved abroad to seed new, fertile territories in this part of the cosmos with their own kind. Earth, it seemed to them at the time a Goldilocks Planet,12 even in its paleolithic era, bearing all optimum possibilities for development. 
“The Canopians found the homo erectus13 inhabitants pliant enough to mold their savage minds, and so began to mix, mingle, and inter-breed with them, quickly overturning an entirely primitive race into a precociously advanced one in that particular solar system, at overwhelming speed. And they became the beacons of this advanced mystical society in a foreign land they had germinated, until the cataclysm… the one we discussed in the ruins of Kumari Kandam, under the ocean…”
“So, it’s true — there is life in this universe besides Earth, on other planets! And the theory of panspermia is not just a theory? Surely there’s more to this. Tell me more of this planet and its inhabitants!”
MA was impressed by his informed mind. “We’ll leave that story for another journey, on another day…”
“Why? Why not tell me now?” he pressed, irked. “Why did you bring me here otherwise, if not to show and tell? There must be some… some reason… some purpose to all this!”
“Does there?” M.A. arched his eyebrows, smiling. “Let’s see now. Aha!” he exclaimed as if he’d just found it. “There is far much more to this cosmos than which you plainly see. But just because you can’t see that which has been forced by time-space-nature into darkness does not mean it does not exist. Now is that good enough a purpose for you, my boy?” he purported.
Karthik tried to process what he had just said so seriously, for he had come to understand that M.A. uttered mostly words of import. 
“Can’t we land on Canopus 9? Can’t I see them — the aliens? What’s it like — the planet?” 
“You can’t visit the planet yet!” M.A. rejected categorically. But not wanting to disappoint him altogether, he continued, “But we may have a guided tour, can’t we, Lyril?”
“Yes, Master!” he responded immediately, complying with his wishes. They floated through the star system until they came to a halt at what looked like a fire wall. 
“What’s this?”
“It’s a star nursery! Where stars and planets are forged. This is the birthing place of the giants that you see blinking as light bulbs from your planet and of most protoplanetary systems on this side of the universe.”
“You mean that all the stars are made here?”
“No, not all of them! There are so many nurseries across this vast cosmos, as uncountable as the stars they birth! This one in particular can give enough numbers to fit in a super cluster! What you’re looking at is a giant cloud — a nebulae of hydrogen and helium mainly, and heavier elements as dust. It will get denser and denser and then accrete to form stars. The detritus will create satellites, which will begin to orbit around them in time. Very much like how your solar system was created, and all others.” 
Karthik’s mouth was left completely ajar, lost in this incredible marvel of nature! So, this was how life actually began? Stars, planets, satellites, and then the organisms to inhabit them! 
This was creation!
A profoundness settled over him in that moment, and he became more silent than the silence that enveloped them in the void. 
This was the birthing of life. Could one ask to see anything else? 
His soul felt inundated with overwhelming emotion…
He looked and looked deeply, getting lost in silent wonder. Purple, pink, and violet patches intermingled fluidly in a backdrop of black indigo. What incredible beauty was this universe; it was hypnotizing! 
“Time to go home!” announced M.A. 
“Already?” regretted Karthik.
“You may not be aware, but a lot of time has elapsed in this dimension!” admitted M.A. “Return to Aoraki, Earth!” he commanded the ship again, and darkness flashed once more…
Karthik looked back into the same night sky from his window after he returned, lost once again in the silent ecstasy of having touched upon creation. 
Amma strolled into his room to put out the lights at 10:30 as usual — a signal for him to sleep.
Little did she know that he barely ever did, but gazed instead into the sliver of starry sky available to him from his bedroom window, pondering about this, that, and everything, like was there actually any alien life out there? What did they look like? Who were they? Where were they? Would they ever land on earth?
And his wonders had been confirmed, with a gallery view of a part of this vast cosmos… Tonight, a tear rolled down his cheek; had the stars beckoned him for a reason? Would he ever be able to see Canopus again? Would he ever be able to go back?
He drifted into sleep effortlessly after a while, carrying those questions into his subconsciousness…
 

CHAPTER 8
KARTHIK ASKS AGAIN
“Mrs. Tweedy, may I please ask, why me? Why did you give me the Golden Ticket? Why not anyone else? Why not Idhaya? Why am I being made to deliver these boxes to you?” Karthik summoned all his courage to face Mrs. Tweedy squarely as he presented her with M.A.’s silk box and put an end to this mystery that had begun robbing him of his nights’ sleep! 
Well, the latter might be an over-exaggeration perhaps, but he was quite ok with it! The mysteriousness of this entire affair had mounted his curiosity to the point of putting him on pins and needles chronically, and he so needed to resolve it. 
He stared, bold and unwavering, into her eyes today, having already rehearsed this expected eye lock in front of the mirror at home for long before he stepped into the Sands of Time gallery. 
He had also buckled up to face her wrath as a possibility. No outcome should be unexpected, but no matter what happens, today he wasn’t going to back off from asking questions, for sure! 
“Why do you ask? Are you unhappy with the arrangement? Has even one trip been less than pleasant?” She leaned low on the glass counter, indulging him with concern.
“Oh no, no, not at all; it’s all been quite fine, really enjoyable! But what I mean is, does everyone who travels with the Golden Ticket come back with a box to deliver to you?” he reflected practically.
Mrs. Tweedy looked intensely at his face and then burst out laughing! Now that was one outcome that had been, well, unexpected! 
“No! I simply picked you!” she resumed good-humoredly.
Karthik was taken aback! 
Patronizing the perplexity written on his face, she assumed her normal dignified manner, “Not everyone is given a Golden Ticket, you know, to go on multiple hop-on hop-off inter-dimensional rides! And assuming momentarily that even if they were given the ticket, it does not go as a natural corollary they’d be expected to bring back mementos!”
“Oh! Mementos!” So that’s what they were, those boxes, thought Karthik… 
She checked into his eyes, which had dilated considerably. He wasn’t merely being curious anymore; he did have an active intelligence working under his skull. Hmm!
She waited expectantly for the next question, but none arose.
Picking up the box he had brought along, Mrs. Tweedy, in an unprecedented act, gently lifted the glass counter from the top, revealing a passage made for one to pass through comfortably. 
Karthik had subconsciously believed that the glass counter was a permanent embankment all the while, a wall between her and the world that lay across it — his world, that is. Today, it had been breached! Why?
“Come in, let me show you!” she invited politely with a smile. 
What? Really?
Karthik and Idhaya might have made unimaginably strange journeys in the past few weeks, but these two and a half feet of tiled floor, which he was about to cross, now should be the strangest one of them — and the most arcane — he felt sure! 
Mrs. Tweedy towered tall above all those adventures put together collectively; she was a super-enigma that superseded them all!
He wobbled past that gateway with mixed sentiments: surprise, trepidation, elation, and hope. He knew not to what grace he owed this particular miracle, but this he did understand: the first barrier between her world and his was being broken, right here, right now!
Mrs. Tweedy pulled a heavy braided satin cord to part the thick velvet drapes, enough for them to pass through. 
Karthik looked at her for confirmation to enter, and she nodded as if saying, It’s alright! 
A burst of fresh garden air wafted into his nostrils, and he inhaled the sweet floral fragrance, so pleasantly refreshing on a sultry Saturday afternoon.
He opened his eyes again and spotted a narrow wooden staircase leading upstairs from the right side of the passage. Underneath it lay an open kitchen. To the left was a long and unadorned, plain white wall, up against which were placed sundry oddities: piles of rolled up rugs and heavy carpets, large and small frames packed in brown or bubble paper carefully, some statuary, mostly like the ones on display outside, and a huge antique trunk with a substantially sized, black iron lock. 
At the wall’s far end was a huge door sill that almost touched the ceiling, being the only possible ventilation point that had brought in the fresh verdant air.
Mrs. Tweedy tilted her head and whispered mischievously, “Come, step into my Secret Garden!” showing him her arm to come in.
Karthik limped forward eagerly. But just then, if only for a moment, the tale of Hansel and Gretel flashed before his eyes, issuing him a warning: Beware!
She was no witch; he banished the thought away! 
He so wanted to step in and not want her to be one.
If only Idhaya was here, they could have been in this adventure together. 
Already the merry cheeping and chirping of songbirds greeted his ears. He could hear the swallows, larks, and koels… at this afternoon hour! Karthik peeped out, headfirst, and then turned back to look at Mrs. Tweedy for assurance. Finding it there on her calm face, he carefully took his first step into the Secret Garden. 
As soon as he was outside, Mrs. Tweedy was beside him. 
Behind them, the velvet curtains drew closed all by themselves. The windchimes sang as the glass door shut and locked itself up; the placard outside turned backside front to say “Closed.” 
 

CHAPTER 9
THE ORCHARDS OF ALMATY
“Hmmm!” Karthik was compelled to close his eyes again to indulge in the strong fruity-floral perfume, which diffused freely in the garden air. 
Two tall rose shrubs flanked either side of the sill meeting over an arched pergola, their red blossoms contrasting sharply with the emerald green and dun branches that hung overhead like a wreath. 
Mrs. Tweedy let him delight freely and happily in this luxury; after all, it was meant to be indulged in. 
As Karthik proceeded farther, he found many a marble birdbath strewn liberally across the lawn. No wonder the birds were so animated here on a hot summer day! 
There were clay ducks, stone turtles, and even granite monkeys across the length of the garden, which did seem peculiarly oversized. A mini pond with still black swans appeared to his left and a park bench farther up on the right was set at an angle to behold a single sprout of water that sprayed at timed intervals. 
What a woodland this is! he thought.
Marigolds and daffodils sloped upwards and downwards gently on their landscaped beds, leading up to guava, papaya, coconut, and even mango trees! A sizeable bird population fluttered across them. 
“Go on,” urged Mrs. Tweedy, clearly enjoying his amazement, and he did so in wonder. 
What an uncannily large backyard garden in the city center! 
The paths were laid out with stones and shingles, so he walked over them slowly, as bursts of color sprang up here and there on the bushes. Gooseberries, oh how he loved them! Red, luscious cherries, peaches, and pears hung down from their branches, invitingly. “Is this a fruit orchard?” he turned to ask her as she strolled behind him leisurely. “You planted them all of these here?”
“Gardening — horticulture, to be precise — has always been a passion of mine,” she admitted modestly. “Now, of course, it’s a compulsion!”
“We’re in the middle of the city. I don’t understand, how do you have so much space?” 
“I own it! And about space, well, there’s always room for a mini garden. You just have to know how to utilize it to the maximum,” she declared. “Would you like to try some gooseberries? Or cherries, maybe? They’re awfully sweet, and no chemicals here; they’re all organic, I can promise you that!”
“Yes, please.” Karthik was only too happy and willing. 
She plucked out a handful of both clusters from their boughs and handed it to him. 
He put them into his mouth. Hmmm, they were utterly crisp, fresh, and juicy, melting like jaggery. “Mrs. Tweedy, may I please take some for Amma too? She’ll love them.”
“Of course, boy!” she obliged. “But later; come along now, I want to show you something.” She led him to the edge of the garden that was bordered by a neat row of palmyra fronds with an adobe brick wall behind it. 
“Be careful when you step across the fuze; they have sharp thorns,” she warned. 
Copious palms had been interspaced with a fuze hedging about two feet broad; pretty yellow flowerets peeked out from its prickly spikes. 
Mrs. Tweedy stepped over and across them easily. “Come on, boy!” she called, her voice echoing strangely as if she was far, far away.
Karthik, neither bashful nor chary anymore, stepped carefully likewise with his crutch. Immediately, she clasped his hand tight and held it steadfast, for he began to quiver with dizziness over the deceptively harmless looking hedge.
To his astonishment, there was no brick boundary wall at all!
He looked back at the building whose backyard they were in; yes, it still stood there. But that was the only one that did! All others from the locality had disappeared! The city itself had disappeared! 
There was the garden alright, intact with rose shrubs meeting over the pergola, the birdbaths, the stone and clay figurines, the fruit trees, and the two-story building with a single window on the first floor. But they seemed so distant!
He now stood in an agora — a vast open valley — in the middle of nowhere!
The brick wall at the end of the garden had been an illusion!
Instead, there were endless rows and columns of trees, aligned at a particular angle. How could it be?
“Mrs. Tweedy!” he exclaimed.
“Like I said, it’s my secret garden!” she teased in a whisper again. “Look, boy, this is my very own, personal orchard,” she said, holding her arm out in a graceful arc. 
Hills and knolls made up a natural boundary of a little oval-shaped valley around them. The sky above stood a clear pinkish blue hue, and the temperature had definitely dropped by considerable degrees to make it wholly cool and pleasant. 
The breeze was infused with the strong smell of a familiar fruit…
Karthik stared at the boughs that hung down low with their weight. Apples!
“Come, walk with me amongst them,” she commanded; he obeyed. 
“Your garden; this is an apple orchard in the middle of a valley! Did you plant all of these?” he asked in disbelief. The valley was sectioned off by partially scalable mountains around its rim, he noticed. 
“With a little help from friends, and now caretakers. You have met two of them — Theraiyar and Tholkappiyar, I believe?”
“Mr. Thé! Mr. Tho?! Yes, of course!” he confirmed.
“Oh! Is that what they like to be called now, is it?” She sounded amused. 
There was a strange, unguarded joy in her steps; her arms swung freely from time to time, reaching up into the branches, which she obviously had nurtured. Her long legs sprung lightly underneath that long gown she always wore. 
Mrs. Tweedy certainly seemed very carefree in her secret garden, observed Karthik, a far departure from her norm. He had become only too accustomed to the spine erect figure who stood seriously, looming above a glass counter, arms spread sideways, fingers tapping on the glass, eyes as inscrutable as icicles and mind unreadable as a cryptic script in an art gallery, which was equally anomalous and sphinxlike.
Strange he thought of her this way, but that’s what he thought, he realized!
Here in the lap of nature, she seemed almost indulgent, lacking any formalities, walking happily at leisure, the gentle breeze riffling through open palms.
It was indeed magical!
“Those boys can really be so funny, can’t they? Always so prepared to explain everything! But clever, I tell you, exceptionally clever are they!” she complimented. Karthik readily agreed with that in his heart. 
“Close your mouth, boy, it really is bad manners to keep it ajar like that half the time!” she checked him. 
What could Karthik do? He was always so surprised by these occurrences nowadays… He shut up tight only to open and speak up the next moment verily, “Mrs. Tweedy, this isn’t Coimbatore. Where are we?”
“No, it isn’t. We are in my Secret Garden, in The Orchards of Almaty!” she revealed, her hands going up to form a grand circle above her head dramatically.
Almaty. Now where was that? Would he ever know? 
He began to admire the accurate transverse layout of the trees, like they had been laid to scale as lines mapped on paper. 
They walked on a red gravel avenue cleared perpendicularly between two face-to-face ratlines, and as far as the eye could see, they were amidst apple trees, thousands of them! Till the very edge of the valley itself!
“But do these trees actually grow large?” 
Karthik looked up at the umbrageous foliage, with strawberry and vanilla blossoms. Driven both by temptation and curiosity, he stepped up to one on his left for a closer look, touching its rough bark and spreading his hands around its girth, when a squirrel ran down and startled him!
Oh! Signs of life!
“The fruits will ripen only in September. Come fall, you can have as many as you wish and pack some home for Amma as well,” said Mrs. Tweedy, glad he was getting up close and personal with her cherished bounty. 
Karthik noticed she glowed with a certain self-pride as she looked at her handiwork, although he chose not to articulate that verbally.
Mrs. Tweedy surprised him with the next question she raised. “Do you know where apples come from?”
To say from the orchards might seem a little shallow, so Karthik kept mum. 
“Not something they’d put into coursebooks easily, now would they!” she mumbled to herself, although Karthik heard her clearly. Then going on to address her own question, “You know, boy, most fruits like apples evolved as enticements for megafauna, the rather large animals that roamed the savannahs in the early years of the planet, so that they would disperse their seeds. Sounds strange? Species of plants and animals devise novel ways to perpetuate.” She stopped to pull down a branch from a random tree next door and pointed to it. “Look. Look at its size. Have you seen anything so beautiful and so big for an apple?” 
Karthik was compelled to make a subconscious deduction here on his own and arrived at the wise conclusion that Mrs. Tweedy was surely and certainly obsessed with apples!
“This one variety,” she held up a cluster of blossoming flowers that would soon turn plump, red, and juicy in time, “the Malus Siversii, unsprayed cultivars, boy, is the progenitor of all the others. It first originated in the sunken continent of Kumari Kandam! 
“But, after the Ice Age, everything changed once again. Everything,” she regretted emphatically. “The species, being so hardy as they are, survived just fine, dispersed and germinated and domesticated by humans, who began migrating over the subcontinent and beyond, after the cataclysm. Down the years, the fruit was carried through the trade roads of Central Asia by merchant caravans on the famous Silk Route. Thereon, it spread out all over the world, gaining popularity down the ages. And this became its new home, perfect in soil and weather to nurture it!” She pointed towards the ground they stood on. 
“Unfortunately, this area has now become the cradle of Red Listed Trees in Central Asia, threatened with fruit and nut extinction. Did you know that almost 90 percent of forests were destroyed in the last century? It’s a shame what human greed can lead to! And to think, it was once the Eden of the World!” She nodded her head left to right in abject hopelessness. He had never seen that emotion arise in her before.
“Deforestation?” 
“Yes! Human encroachment, everywhere, even there where it need not be! There are multiple other reasons too — overgrazing of herbivores, diseases, pests, fire blight, land densification…,” she enumerated. 
“But despite all that, these trees that you see here, they’ve survived! They’ve been protected and preserved here for thousands of years. The Malus Siversii, “MS,” is a grafted variety of the species; it is resistant to fire, drought, frost, mildew scabs, and even age! A super fruit, if you will call it so!” 
“How?” How could a tree be so hazard-resistant to so many things together?
“That credit goes to the alchemist who grafted this particular cultivar species. I just do my bit of gardening here, that’s it!”
“But, Mrs. Tweedy, where is this orchard? It’s certainly not in the city!” 
“Who said it was? We’re in the Valley of the Tarbagatay Mountains! And these are the Orchards of Almaty! And these orchards belong exclusively to me!” She pointed to herself with both her thumbs!
“But we just walked through the garden, across the hedge. How did we get here?” His exasperation was natural. “We didn’t even use the Golden Ticket!” 
“We did step over the fuze hedges, didn’t we?! You should become accustomed to all modes of transport by now I should expect, inter-dimensional traveling being one of them, you know. It is a valid thing! No need to get so beat up about it!” she quipped.
Karthik then began to notice things that he hadn’t before. They weren’t alone in this wilderness after all; there was movement all around. There were fellahs working between trees, rodents and rabbits scurrying about, squirrels dashing past busily, birds flitting, clouds floating — oh, quite a lot was going on here!
And between aisles and aisles of transverse rows of apple trees, he noticed an ethereal golden shimmer emerge every now and then… It was all so enchanting!
Mrs. Tweedy brought his attention back to the goings on in the orchard. “Clipping them regularly forces them to behave; they dwarf down so that they can be easily plucked.” She pointed to one of the nearby fellahs using a gigantic pair of shears on the plants. 
Karthik was urged to touch a scaly bark, and Mrs. Tweedy brought its branches down, holding it towards him. “Go on, smell them!” 
He inhaled their fruity scent, and he was reminded of something he was familiar with but what? He thought hard. Of course! Mr. Thé’s and Mr. Tho’s apple juice; so this is where it came from!
Mrs. Tweedy was pleased with this recognition written all over his face. 
“There must be tons and tons of apples here! Is this your business?”
“No! It’s my duty!” she said cryptically. “One that I will serve until my time here ends and makes me depart!” Karthik did not question why she felt so. Perhaps there could be no logical explanation for mono-maniacal obsessions, he thought to himself.
After a long satisfactory walk through the orchard, they returned to the city once more, Karthik with a tote full of bounties from nature to carry home to Amma.
 

CHAPTER 10
THE THIEF OF PRAGUE
“Ding ding!!” rang the jingling bells of a vintage red tram as it lined up on its tracks and opened its doors for Karthik. 
Today, he had stood knowing where to go, but yet not knowing what to expect! 
And an approaching tram was something he couldn’t remotely have either!
The tram arrived at a stop by a red pole with a bulletin board, pinned with slips of paper. The most prominent one read STROMORKA PARK in bold black font. 
Out peeped a conductor in a navy-blue uniform and cap as the doors parted.
“Yes?” He looked impatient to blow the whistle dangling around his neck, which he held. 
But wait; this wasn’t Lyril he was so accustomed to meeting at first sight on any of his field trips with the Golden Ticket! 
Meanwhile, passengers slipped in and out of the tram, wearing sunshades and goggles, bearing cameras and selfie-sticks on their person. There were Asians, Chinese, Americans, and many more… It must be a sightseeing car then.
“Yes?” re-questioned the conductor, tapping on a poster stuck on the tram doors: 
TRAM NO. 41
FULL RATE- CZK 35/-
REDUCED- CZK 20/-
 
“Do you want a ride?” He indicated to the poster, asking in European accented undertones. It was obviously meant for all tourists to see and consider.
Karthik looked absolutely unsure; this wasn’t how it normally turned out to be… He searched about for any recognizable face that might emerge any moment now! 
“Do you want a ride?” repeated the conductor, getting impatient.
He had to react. What was he to do? Should he? “Err, I don’t have money, only this!” He shoved the Golden Ticket in front of him.
“What’s this, huh?” he asked, looking at it dubiously. “I don’t know this. No, no, you give me cash or card!” 
Karthik felt sweat breaking out fast on his forehead and his body getting cold. There had been some mistake. Had he lost his way? Where were the others? Why hadn’t they arrived yet? Why was this man not accepting the Golden Ticket? What was wrong? What was he going to do in this strange country whose language he didn’t know? Or whose currency he did not carry? 
“Are you lost? Are you traveling alone?” asked the TC, considering the blank, lost expression on his face and the way he leaned on his crutch. “Come on, I take you in!” he said, becoming seriously skeptical of Karthik’s situation but showing him inside all the same. 
“Thank you!” he said gratefully, having no choice but to step in. The doors slid close, the bell chimed ding twice, and the tram jaunted off merrily again. 
The conductor busied himself with cash collection and ticket dispensing. Karthik found a vacant seat up front by the door and settled in. 
Where was everyone, he wondered, checking the ticket to confirm if it had expired, but then, how could that be? It had brought him here, hadn’t it? 
Why hadn’t the TC accepted or recognized it?
While waiting at the stop, Karthik noticed the flag hoisted over a stately building across the street. It had a blue triangle on the left with two horizontal bands, red and white, on the right.
Placing his elbow on the windowsill of the tram carriage thoughtfully, he looked out with his forehead puckered. It moved quite smoothly at an even pace of about twenty-five kms per hour.
They passed by many local vendors on the pavements, mostly women, carrying baskets full of large and small gypsy mushrooms, enticing customers with competitive prices. “Houba! Houba!” they cried aloud.
The neighborhood was filled with frontline shops; most certainly this was a commercial district, he inferred.
The tram turned a curb gently and arrived at a central square, slowing down to stop, and let passengers off. Karthik’s nervousness peaked as he searched desperately for anyone he might know in the crowd that got off or on. But he was disappointed! 
The center of attraction in the square was a large open-air mural, thronged by visitors. It featured a monumental sculpture of a single man leading a file of others with pitch forks close behind him — farmers in all probability. 
The tram twisted and turned through the quaint city streets, which offered exotic sights and sounds, delighting Karthik as they progressed. He was almost beginning to enjoy himself… 
School was due in a few days, and Idhaya hadn’t returned from the village as yet. He had been utterly bored without her and had had no choice but to make a lone trip with the Golden Ticket once more. However, this time around, he also had to run a special errand for Mrs. Tweedy. 
Leaving behind the orchards of Almaty the other day with a bagful of fresh fruits and flowers, Mrs. Tweedy had asked Karthik when he intended to make use of the ticket again. 
He found himself admitting, “Mid-week,” involuntarily. He’d planned on completing his holiday assignments over the last weekend before school, for they were still pending.
She withdrew upstairs briefly only to return with a plain brown case, unlike the ones that Karthik brought back from his trips. Although weathered with age, as its considerably peeled off edges revealed, it looked well-preserved otherwise. 
Was it a harmonica? It certainly looked fitting for it! 
“Now listen carefully, boy. Don’t open the box out of curiosity. Put it inside your jacket pocket before you leave the next time. When you reach the Church of Our Lady Victorious, which you will,” her tone turned grave at this point, “go up to the main altar on the side, look left, look right, and then, when you’re absolutely — only absolutely — certain that no one’s watching you, just place it at the altar table and leave. Do not keep standing there, waiting for anyone. Do you understand? Just leave.” She looked into his eyes, expecting a confirmation that her order would be carried out verbatim. 
“But, Mrs. Tweedy, how will I get to this… this church? Where is it? How will I know?”
“Unnecessary questions for one who has the Golden Ticket. Besides, life leads you where it has to, always; it never fails. Why must I subtract the secrecy from your next trip? Let it be as it will — a surprise, as always. Knowing everything — all of it — and all at the same time spoils all the fun! Go wherever the ticket takes you. Just enjoy it! Feel it! Live It! Breathe it!” 
The sage conviction of her words was enough for Karthik to be inspired to do just that! He needed no further information and certainly harbored no more doubts. 
His heart brimmed with happiness.
She had hailed him a cab, paying for it kindly, and all his way back, he had smiled without reason. How he had loved that, quite aware of the fact that he was actually doing so. Did one always need a reason to smile?
His heart swelled up with pride that she had given him an important errand to run for her. But at that point, he was unaware it would cause such a furor…
Once he brought gifts back home, he decided he would have to apprise Amma of his new acquaintance. His and Idhaya’s, that is. How else would he explain anything? If Idhaya was involved, Amma would accept things more willingly — she loved her, after all — and as Karthik knew well in his heart, trusted her as well. 
But of the Golden Ticket and their interdimensional junkets and the insigniated velvet boxes with their secret contents, he would say nothing at all; it would be all too complex for her to swallow, simple minded as she was. He was having a difficult time accepting it himself! 
Anyone else was bound to pronounce them lunatics spinning tall tales! Best to save those details for another day, he decided. 
And so, having landed at the tram stop in a zap of the Golden Ticket, the grand monument across the road had consumed his attention. A blue, red, and white flag proudly fluttered in the heavy wind on its terrace. 
The words CZECH REPUBLIC were carved out in relief on its façade.
So, he did know where he stood. 
Prague.
The approaching tram had surprised him though; it wasn’t what he had expected in the least… 
But then, he had grown accustomed to the unexpected possibilities of the Golden Ticket; you could never say where it would lead you to, or what it would lead you in! 
So far, all the journeys had been enjoyable and adventurous, full of new discoveries! Karthik compared how mundane life had been before the day Idhaya and he had taken their first trip. 
How his life had changed since… How his relationship with his own life had changed… How he himself had changed, becoming bolder and pluckier with each adventure… and more and more open… to new possibilities.
And more and more obsessed with solving the mystery of the Lost Continent; maybe even equally obsessed as Mrs. Tweedy was with her apples! He was sure by now, alright, there was more to all this than met the eye…
The TC had returned to the door to pull the cords running across the roof of the tram in the meantime. Ding!
“Mala Strana! Church of Our Lady Victorious!” he announced loud and clear. 
Karthik’s ears shot up. He prepared to alight, giving the TC a very helpless look; he hadn’t any currency.
“There are no charges to the church; it is free!” he announced fortunately. “Young man, do you want to get off here? Tram stops only for thirty seconds!” 
“Yes, sir!” 
The doors slid open, and he made space for Karthik to disembark first. 
“Thank you so much!” said Karthik, genuinely grateful, pulling his jacket closer. It’s windy here too! he thought to himself. 
He was in what is known as the Little Quarter of Prague or the Lesser Town, where, unbeknownst to Karthik, people poured in daily from all over the world, to ask for miracles. For there was someone inside the church who actually granted them! 
Scores and twenty people ploughed up a very wide and spacious flight of stone stairs leading into the church, with glass doors marking the entry above on the landing. 
He put a hand inside his jacket pocket just to check… Yes, it was there alright. Now to the main altar. Karthik joined everyone else in the upwards march.
Climbing up, he felt a little surprised at the absence of any devotional singing. For some reason, he had always presumed that all churches, invariably, had heavenly choir music playing in a language and tenor far from his understanding. 
Excitement seized him at the entrance, and his intestines tightened. He bent down to take his shoes off but stopped; he noticed all feet that walked inside were well, shod. How queer! He himself had acted out of habit, for all holy shrines in India behooved one to go inside barefoot.
The moment the doors closed behind his entry, a peaceful hush descended, and the din of the world was left behind outside.
Karthik was awestruck! His first impressions were: it was so large and lofty! And so crowded. Yet so powerfully silent and peaceful.
He walked slowly on the multi-colored mosaic tile floor between polished wooden pews. 
Smooth, plastered walls arched towards the ceiling, and plush marble pillars held up the nave. Beatific period art in gilded frames inspired the visitors’ awe.
On either side stood lifelike statues of angels, leading up to the sanctum sanctorum of the church, which was surprisingly empty, for there was no deity! Instead, in the corner, there stood a pulpit for the priest to dispatch his sermons. 
Just before he reached the apse, Karthik was pulled magnetically to a stop on the right: an alcove in the wall with a wooden kneeler set out bearing burning candles. Here knelt and bowed many devout visitors with their eyes closed and hands clasped tight in ardent worship. 
In the alcove itself sat a sparkling glass case, and housed within it was one of the holiest wax icons of Christianity — a very little Jesus Christ — standing barefoot on a crystal-studded square pedestal. 
An Infant Jesus! 
He wore a crown embellished with precious gems, diamonds, pearls, and rubies, befitting His stature as King of Earth. Voluminous golden curls of hair rained down beneath it, only to stop over a luxurious green cloak with an embroidered ermine mantle in gold. His cherubic face wore a complexion of ivory, with blushed pink cheeks. 
Oh, that face, so mesmerizing, so innocent, so enchanting! Karthik had only seen such fairy-like features in elfin kindergarten tales! But to this one was added qualities of grace, divinity, and compassion. He was truly heavenly!
The Infant Jesus held out His right hand in vara-mudra — the wish granting gesture, commonly found in Indian icons as well. Karthik bent over the kneeler and arched upward to get a clearer look. What was that He held in the other hand? It looked like… Was that… a Golden Apple?
Seriously?
Two imposing sculptures flanked the hallowed case — Mother Mary on the left and St. Joseph on his right. Arch angels flew around the glorious Infant on the walls, all the way up to a giant, semi-robed Old Man — the Omnipotent God obviously, who in contrast to the Infant’s sweet vitality and potent youth, looked aged, ancient, and archaic, noted Karthik.
For no apparent reason that he could logically construe, Karthik’s heart filled up with love and gratitude the longer he stared at the Holy Infant. He too felt an overpowering compulsion to kneel down and pray, just like all others beside him. So, he set down his crutch on the floor to his side and did just that. 
Then, remembering the important errand assigned to him, he brought out the little box he had held safely inside his jacket all the while. Looking furtively on either side, (everyone was engrossed in private prayers, so it was safe) he took it out and left it on the table as discreetly as possible. Making as natural a dash as he possibly could with his hobbling gait, Karthik headed for the main altar where tourists were agog, clicking selfies and group photos, posting their personal stories on Instagram. 
Something arrested his progress — hmmm — the strong fragrance of sandalwood incense…
“You can sit down awhile, my boy!” said M.A. pleasantly. 
“M.A.!” he squealed in relief and delight but maintained the reverence for his surroundings with low tones.
“Yes, here, next to me,” M.A. offered the seat that was vacant next to him on the front pew with a smile. 
But even before he could sit himself down, a shrill cry rang out from the altar of the Infant, which he had just left in such a hurry a minute ago. “Thief! Thief!”
“What?!” Karthik was startled out of his wits! A man in a black foot-length frock was holding up the case that he had just left behind at the table. An agitated crowd gathered around him. The priest swayed the box feverishly over his head for all to see, back and forth, a jewel half dangling out of it. 
“Remain seated and calm,” M.A. commanded firmly. 
“Catch him! Somebody!” hollered the priest in Czech, sheer commotion following. Most people ran to the door at this order, hoping to chase after the thief, whoever he was, and to see if he was escaping. The rest remained inside with the commotion, looking at each other and or at other faces they might suspect. 
The devout looked up for a few moments, disturbed by this aggression, but resumed their devotional prayers soon after. What an uproar!
Karthik choked. “I don’t understand, I didn’t steal anything, I simply put the case on the table just as Mrs. Tweedy had instructed,” he leaned and whispered to M.A., distress written on his innocent face, like his blood had curdled. 
“It’s not that you stole, my boy, it’s what you returned that’s created quite the stir. It is about finding something that was stolen centuries ago that’s rattled them. Look!” He pointed in the priest’s direction. 
“Oh miracula, miracula! The Lord be praised. All hail the Holy Infant Jesus of Prague!” He held up the jewel in the box for everyone to behold for themselves. “Praise Ye the Lord!” 
By now, more men in vestiture came running out from the corners of the rectory towards the kneeler, where the majority of the church had now assembled in a frenzy. 
“Stay calm,” commanded M.A. in dignified poise, but Karthik’s inner organs wobbled like jelly! “What you returned was once the most valuable bijou ornament that adorned the Holy Infant — the necklace of the Order of the Golden Fleece from the Royal House of the Hapsburgs, Austria. It was stolen and remained unrecovered for 500 years! Despite the extensive searching and scourging all over Europe… until now. Today, you have brought it back to its rightful owner after a gap of five centuries; surely it deserves a sensational scandal!” 
“But how does it make me a thief?”
“Oh, yes! I do agree the abbot was a tad bit quick in raising the alarm; it’s certainly not necessarily a thief who steals something is also the person who replaces it. Do excuse him! We are in a church, after all. Look how happy they feel with the repatriation of the jewel to its rightful owner.” M.A. gestured with an upward thrust of his chin and eyes pointing in the direction where an assembly of the frock was raising Hail Mary’s in beatific elation. 
Gratitude was rife by now, and all those present had taken their places by the kneeler, lighting more candles and offering even more prayers at the Holy Infant’s altar… and taking even more selfies and recording even more stories for Instagram, informing the world of this latest miracula in real time!
“Why did Mrs. Tweedy ask me to return the necklace?”
“That’s something you ought to ask her, my boy!” he replied. “As for this… This… is the last of my consignment that I ask you to deliver to her, with the utmost care,” he requested, retracting the Bordeaux silk box from his crisp, creamy white linen suit. His face lit up like a glowing candle as he rejoined kindly, “This is perhaps the last of our meetings for now, my boy. All the goods have been delivered, and I must be off! There are other matters in the cosmos that I must attend to.”
“What do you mean?” Karthik was shocked, his heart already shrinking into a thick ball of rope knotted tight. “You mean we shan’t meet again, ever?” He was almost going to… cry!
“Not unless you call!” 
“Oh! Can I please have your number then?”
“Err, no. But that’s only because I don’t own a cellphone. Unnecessary appliances, nasty distractions. Thé and Tho had a hard time getting off the Angry Birds addiction, I remember. I literally had to seize it from them… confiscate their phones! But you will discover, as you have discovered so many new things in the past few weeks, there is also a simpler and more direct route to call someone.”
“You mean landlines? I don’t have a telephone at home!”
“Never mind, I’ll arrange for it, my boy… Now, Master Karthik, I must congratulate you. You’ve done very well indeed, coming so far with the Golden Ticket, and alone! You have exhibited courage over mere curiosity, commitment, and loyalty towards a seminal task, and you clearly have common sense for you ask all the relevant questions. Now, all you need in life is an understanding, a purpose, any true purpose, which is your very own and not someone else’s to propel you, I see. I’m sure that in time, you will make that self-discovery too! And if not, don’t search much, for in time, it will find you!” He chuckled mysteriously. 
Karthik’s heart began sinking farther; he felt this was some kind of finale being enacted. It seemed a disruptive and sad and sudden end to something that had only just recently started — new journeys, new friendships and companionships, new discoveries — just what M.A. had mentioned. 
Most importantly, he realized as he sat in the presence of the Holy Infant now, in the company of M.A. in a church in Prague, so far away from Coimbatore, a whole new life experience that might not have ever commenced if that one Sunday afternoon had he and Idhaya not walked into the Sands of Time art gallery incidentally.
His heart had sunk as low as Hades, and he didn’t quite know how to lift it up again! Karthik’s eyes brimmed and lips quivered in pain as he looked up at M.A.’s sagely face. 
Without a thought, he lunged forward to hug him tight!
M.A. patted his back, touched by his gesture. 
“Master Karthik, it has been a pleasure knowing you.” He held out his right hand for a shake. The prominent insigniated gold and black enamel ring with sapphires stuck out. He raised himself from the seat.
“But sir, how and when will I meet you again?” panicked Karthik, getting up too.
“Call me Maharishi — Maharishi Agastya — that’s how I’m commonly known! And that’s how you can call me, and when your calling is true and not purely self-serving, you will be granted my presence, I assure you that!” stated M.A. strongly, so strongly, in fact, that all the hullaballoo within the church and the world outside faded into utter silent stillness. “Now, you must be getting along, my boy! And do convey my best regards to Amma!” 
Bidding him goodbye, M.A. walked a few steps down the aisle towards the main door, and doing so, disappeared into the light, right before Karthik’s eyes! He was gone!
Karthik wasn’t surprised anymore. Although he did look listless after him. 
The church was still abuzz with the reclamation of the necklace. 
Karthik looked up at the Holy Infant. He smiled back at him! Karthik wasn’t surprised with that either and wished Him well! Carrying the velvet box securely, he took out the Golden Ticket and departed.
 
 

CHAPTER 11
KARTHIK DARES
Karthik sat ready and waiting in his room. Amma peeped in, “Shall I get you some Horlicks; its 4:45!”
He shot her an explosive glance but kept his tongue in check.
“Oh, don’t fret so! She’ll be here any minute now,” said Amma, twisting up her long dark hair into a tight bun on her nape with her hands matter-of-factly. 
She knew he’d been waiting for Idhaya for almost an hour, and her unlikely unpunctuality was wearing him down. He looked ready to burst at any moment.
What she didn’t know was how hard sheer anxiety was gnawing at his nerves, which both friends were setting out today to pacify. 
It had been over a month since he had visited Prague. Idhaya had returned the day after. A detailed exchange of each other’s sojourns had followed, after which they revisited the Sands of Time to hand over the last consignment from M.A. to Mrs. Tweedy.
She looked both satisfied and relieved as she received it that day. Seasoned well by the varying nature of his multiple trips, Karthik mustered up the courage to demand, “Mrs. Tweedy, you must explain! Why was it me who was given the Golden Ticket? I’m just an ordinary boy! What is the Lost Continent? Why must I bring back these boxes each time? What does it all mean?”
Idhaya was a little surprised by his newfound temerity and unusual boldness, but since he had cracked open the ice, she stood steadfast next to him with a similar demanding expression as Karthik’s on her face. It was time some questions were answered, and the air cleared, she agreed. (But more importantly, it was also a chance for her to assert her own self-importance along with Karthik.)
Mrs. Tweedy looked at both their demanding faces and consented to answer. “Come Saturday next,” she said succinctly, picking up the box from the glass counter and retreating behind the thick velvet drapes. 
The children waited a while for her to reemerge, but she didn’t. 
So, they left.
Not realizing that as soon as they did, a long black car with opaque windows pulled up right in front of the gallery. Out stepped a broad, beefy man in a black suit and black tie, almost six feet tall! His freckled skin was pinkish white, and his close-shaved hair was bleached blond. Of course he was a foreigner, from some distant land with very cold blue eyes. He wore an even colder expression on his face, like he was an insentient automaton! 
The children missed him altogether.
Quite naturally, Karthik looked forward all week to Saturday, when finally, all the parts of the big jigsaw that had been laid out before him would fit in perfectly to make complete sense! Yes! 
He stayed awake most nights, thinking about his trips and their authenticity, trying to validate where he had been and what he had seen. He felt he had been made privy to something that was not meant for everyone to witness. 
Why? How? What for? 
He thought hard and deeply but couldn’t find a clue. There wasn’t much information on a Lost Continent called Kumari Kandam. All his searches on Idhaya’s phone came and ended on a single point — Lemuria and Atlantis. No! He was convinced these weren’t the same. Kumari Kandam was connected to the Indian subcontinent… But why was there no information about it on the web? It was closer to home after all, he wondered!
Uncannily, a thought crossed his mind; was it that it had been deliberately wiped out or withheld? Could it be?
He could barely sit still until Saturday. What was he to do? Having become an intrepid explorer by now, he decided to make one last trip on his own. Idhaya hadn’t minded him going out alone, so it was ok; he thought to go solo once again. 
He took out the ticket, recalling Mrs. Tweedy saying that there was one extra sightseeing trip, but for the end… Perhaps she had meant the end of all the trips…
Should he dare? 
No particular contrary thought crossed his mind.
Well then, he might as well! 
Having pressed the chip, Karthik found himself blinded by a flash of light. Parting his eyelids once more, he saw mist all around. 
He had landed some place… which was dark and smoky. The darkness, if it could be called such, was more of a luminous blue-black glow of space, extending all around him. But nothing was clearly visible… He shifted on his crutch a bit, barely able to make out the ground. 
“Hello!” he called out, his voice echoing as if he was in the mountains. Karthik strode farther from where he had landed, not coming across anyone or anything at all. There was no landscape, no cityscape, nor any seascape for that matter! But just a mild misty radiance for miles around!
Surely, they’d be here soon he surmised, and they’d all be together.
He continued to wait, wait, and wait… logic beginning to challenge his judgement on having taken up this solo trip. He thwarted it aside! 
The mist began to settle soon enough, even about his feet. Suddenly, he was compelled to strain his ears; a low moaning sound had sprung up from somewhere, despite his sense of direction being suspended in this void. 
Within split seconds, out of thin air, conjured up a tower of sivatheriums thudding vigorously. They made a straight dash at him, clamoring hee-haws as a warning!
Legs aquiver, Karthik got out of their way with instant backward steps lest he be rolled out flat by the approaching juggernaut, raising dust clouds to the sky! He shuddered and ducked as they came tearing! 
All he could see was a flurry of stripes and patches, and Karthik riding a saddled sivatherium, commanding the reigns that went through its nostrils.
What?
Karthik was standing aside! How could he possibly watch himself gallop past at the same time? 
In the meantime, the low moan of before had become a melodic song of now — a whale song! Actually, many-a-whales song! One that he now recognized, for he had heard it before! He looked up. Blues! Not just a pair but a whole pod, swimming a few feet above himself! 
Oh, where could he go now, surrounded as he was by waves and ocean all around? As the pod swam past, Karthik observed a mother whale with two calves clinging to her side swim slower than the rest. Wait, there weren’t two; there was a single calf with its mother, the other figure being that of a human swimming beside them! He was singing their song, even though he compared to a size of a puny pencil by their side! 
Look, it was Karthik himself! 
Their flippers spattered water all over the standing Karthik, and he ducked, fearing a head-on collision. But they passed right through him, including himself, and he was left as dry as the sun as he had been when he first arrived!
Without forewarning, he found himself levitating and suspended amidst stars, without the safety cover of a starship! How light and weightless and carefree it felt, just floating in space, as space itself! He flew across stars and planetary systems, past myriad dust lanes, radial streaks of colored gases so clear and so lucid one could spend an eternity just looking into them…
But the next moment, he had arrived at the yellow-white star, Canopus, he remembered, with its clouds of condensed light and gas. He moved magically to the far end of this star system, far, far away, and came to hover over a mega-earthlike planet, akin to the Earth but not Earth itself, for concentric rings ran around its equator. It was Canopus 9!
Willfully dropping down through its atmosphere, Karthik saw structures similar to those he had seen lying under the Indian Ocean emerge, only here they were real and thriving and bore those distinctly ubiquitous elliptical energy receivers on their roofs. 
This was not a land in ruins caused by age or catastrophe submerged for good underwater, but a world flourishing with vegetation, animals, people, and vehicles. 
Children his age played on the roof, above whom he stood in mid-air. Were they flying drone kites? They looked up at him, mischief in their eyes, waving and calling out in a language he did not understand. Karthik wanted to join them very much and waved back wholeheartedly, but then immediately found the scene had changed dramatically.
He sat on a pew in the second row of an empty Roman basilica that looked very dated. The soulful soothing strum of Gregorian chants resonated in the background. To his right lay a curved kneeler, at whose altar stood a mini icon of the little Jesus Christ. The Church of the Holy Infant in Prague! But why did it look so old?
A cleric walked in barefoot from the rectory. He was joined by two men dressed in costumes, who led him to the altar. But wait; there were more of them, at least eight, and a few more canons came in too.
All eight of them were dressed identically in red cloaks worn over red shawls that folded thickly over their knees, embellished with broad borders of golden thread embroidery. Was that a lion with flaring mane detailed all over the diameter of the border, wondered Karthik. Yes, certainly it was. 
But what drew attention conspicuously were the substantially sized filigreed gold collars all eight of them wore around their necks — was this some sort of religious order? 
Upon the friar’s approach and ceremonial bow, one of the costumed men handed him a brown leather case, just the apt size to house a harmonica, which the latter accepted reverentially. Unfastening it, he held up the graceful jewel it contained, a neckpiece significantly similar to the one around the men’s necks, only considerably smaller, a little sheep dangling down its center. 
The friar got ready to adorn the Holy Infant with this, while all the gentlemen knelt down to pray at the altar. One of them glanced sideways for a brief moment and caught the boy staring at them rudely agape… Shocked at being thus found, Karthik stood up, fearing he had offended the stranger. Darkness snapped its fingers yet again!
He stood instead in the Sands of Time Gallery — empty, just as he and Idhaya had found it last to be. Save the presence of two incoming foreigners whose presence was announced by the ringing windchimes. Mrs. Tweedy did not make her appearance, despite this signal. 
The two men were so tall they could have touched the ceiling, and so blanched were their complexions they could have compared with a withered lily! They both wore black suits, black shirts, and black ties and seemed as cold and unemotional as the ice their whitish blond hair resembled. 
One of them came forward to pick Karthik up and place him rudely on the glass counter where Mrs. Tweedy was normally posing with her arms slightly apart, whilst the other menacingly shut Karthik’s eyes closed with his sweaty palms and fingers. 
One of the strangers stared intensely at Karthik’s face, his bad breath raining down all over it. He felt a powerful force penetrate his skull, brain, and mind, as if… as if all the nooks, crannies, and corners of his mind were being assaulted by an imperceptible drill machine.
Ow! His temples hurt!
Twelve years of his life passed him by backwards, displayed through mundane scenes… of life as it had been… Karthik flitted them by, arriving at the point when he was about six months old, lying silently in his crib… The main door opened, and his father’s dead body was brought inside for last rites. He had died on the spot in a road accident. Amma, heartbroken, fell to the ground in grief and shock, and his grandparents reached out to console her… 
The unbearable immensity of that pain — the grief — the loss! Karthik jerked his head under its pressure and pushed back that force — or whatever it was — throwing the opponent off-balance in one headstrong uppercut!
Another snap of darkness brought him back to the eye of the raging storm of the racing sivatheriums, the swimming blues, the merry children of Canopus 9, the Holy Infant’s decoration, and the threatening advances of two strange foreigners!
He watched mutely as they whirled uncannily around, every scene playing out simultaneously with him in it, even though he stood watching centerstage. 
Overwhelmed by the sheer intensity of it all, his crutch dropped, and Karthik fell. But there was no ground; he was falling through space! Dark, blue-black space with only space as far as his eyes could see, and nothing else in it!
Terror-struck, Karthik pressed the chip on the Golden Ticket to return to the safety of his room where he had started from, in another snap. This time he was wet, not with the ocean waves, but with perspiration that had broken out all over his body in panic.
He preferred not to discuss this last journey with Idhaya, for so inexplicable it had been! Rather, he decided to leave it to Mrs. Tweedy to fill in the gaps, relieved that the Saturday she had nominated was here at long last. 
Idhaya and he went to the Sands of Time to have all their questions answered finally.
Or not!
For that Saturday afternoon, far from being resolved, the mysteries only deepened!
The glass windows and the door with the windchimes stood alright, but the chimes were gone, and so was everything inside the store! It was completely empty, inside and out! 
There were no sculptures, no artworks, and no paintings on the wall! The glass counter stood empty, the drapes were drawn, and the windowpanes were vacant! 
“Mrs. Tweedy! Mrs. Tweedy!” they called, one after the other, stepping inside through the open door.
They received no response. 
They passed through the counter towards the back in silence, Karthik leading her to the door to the backyard garden, but it was locked! The stairs that led upstairs to her bedroom now led into a bare space bereft of any furnishings. The kitchenette was empty too. 
Gripped by disbelief, both of them wondered what had actually happened to Mrs. Tweedy? Some accident? Was she sick? Had she left? Where? They had no knowledge of any of her whereabouts! Or any knowledge of anyone who might know her whereabouts!
The stores along the avenue were still there, but the Sands of Time was gone! There was no gallery at all!
Karthik went about asking the neighboring stores if they knew anything about where she might be, but none did; the answer turned out a negative from all quarters. All they could say was she had opened up shop less than five years ago, having moved here from Ireland, and never really interacted with the neighbors much. At times, people were seen to be purchasing goods from her, and the big heavy statues went out in vans, that was all. She was a very reserved lady; seldom did she speak to anyone. So, no one really knew much about her. 
But why would she just disappear like that into nothingness? She had told the kids to come back next Saturday — surely not for this! Had she had no intention of answering Karthik’s questions, she would have said so outright, not have stalled them to disappear anonymously like this. She certainly wasn’t someone who lied!
Something was amiss here — something was wrong! Karthik looked around the store outside, Idhaya looked at him instead. She was more concerned by how unsettled he was with all this. 
Karthik went back inside the gallery to see if she had left any note for him. But it was spotless and empty. Not even a slip of paper remained. It was as if the gallery had never been!
If they narrated the events of the foregone summer to anyone, surely, they’d be the objects of ridicule; both understood that. Who could they ask? Where could they find her? They hadn’t even the slightest clue! 
He rushed back outside to check; even the store hoarding was gone! Why? He was literally panting and next to delirious!
Idhaya might have let all of it pass off as strange and unexplainable events in their lives, but he clearly was not willing to let go of it at that so easily. 
They returned to the gallery site for three consecutive Saturdays, Karthik hoping hard Mrs. Tweedy would have returned by now and everything would make sense once again. 
Idhaya just accompanied him in silence, knowing how important it was for him to sort all this out. Over time, her own curiosity waned, but she wanted to stand by his side as he continued to despair. 
 
 

CHAPTER 12
THE LAST CHAPTER BEFORE IT ALL ENDS
Where was she? It was unusual for Idhaya to be so late. 
For today, Idhaya had settled with him earlier, “OK, but this is the last time we’ll go, Karthik. After this, you must accept that Mrs. Tweedy has gone! The Golden Ticket will remind us that it was all true, but nothing more can be done about it hence!” Mourning wordlessly, he had agreed.
Karthik mulled hard over reasons for her being delayed and mulled harder over the mysterious reasons for Mrs. Tweedy choosing to disappear. For he felt certain she had deliberately made the choice to do so.
If he didn’t find her back there today, this enigma would remain unexplained forever and torment him for the rest of his life!
Ahh! At last, the knocker tapped on the door! He got up, eager to leave. Amma knew they were going to the mall; of the gallery, she knew naught yet. And of Mrs. Tweedy neither! (The last time he had brought the fruits over from the orchards of Almaty, he had told her that a new friend of theirs had gifted it to them. But very cautiously, he had chosen not to mention her name.)
Amma went to open the door quickly, knowing fully too well whom to expect.
She was mildly shocked at whoever stood knocking at the door though, for whoever this was, it wasn’t Idhaya!
A man no more than in his thirties, wearing a light gray striped suit and blue tie, carrying an officious black briefcase asked politely, “Mrs. Ganeshan? I’m looking for Master Karthikeya Ganeshan!” He presented her with his visiting card to introduce himself. 
Amma looked blankly at him, very bewildered. 
Karthik had reached the door too by now, and she glanced at him askance. “There’s a gentleman here to see you; he says he’s a barrister!” 
She opened the door wide for him to enter, and he did just that, but not alone. Two more pairs of footsteps followed him inside. 
“Mr. Tho! Mr. Thé!” exclaimed Karthik. Difficult to distinguish, but definitely both of them together, here?!
Amma looked every bit shocked! “You know them?”
Both carried gifts wrapped in identical paper, one a huge flat rectangular frame that was as tall as himself, and the other a set of four boxes.
“Oh, Mr. Thé! Mr. Tho! How have you been?” chirped Idhaya congenially, swimming right in after them. 
Amma’s shock hit the ceiling. Idhaya knew them too?
“What’s going on?” jingled Idhaya, looking at Amma’s face and the stranger’s presence.
For that moment, everyone just stared at everyone else in an uneasy and awkward silence. 
The barrister broke the ice. “Ahem!” he cleared his throat superficially. “Mrs. Ganeshan, I am here on behalf of my client, Mrs. Tweedy. Myself, Mr. VVK Vishwapathy.”
Idhaya came to stand by Amma (who held his card), as the barrister spoke to confirm his credentials. 
Karthik was surprised to hear Mrs. Tweedy’s name being mentioned!
He peeked at the card too; yes, it did say VVK Vishwapathy alright, Barrister, BA LLB, Coimbatore High Court, in bold block font on a thick white card.
“Who is Mrs. Tweedy?” stuttered Amma.
“She’s our friend!” admitted Karthik, adding clearly to her astonishment.
Mr. Thé and Mr. Tho stood solemnly on either side of the barrister with their packages, preferring to remain silent and not add any clever entertaining narratives today. 
It was beyond the scope of Amma’s knowledge that Karthik had friends called Mrs. Tweedy and the like, and she didn’t quite know what to make of it. 
“Please let me explain, Mrs. Ganeshan.” He took the liberty of putting his briefcase on the near standing dining table to retrieve a parrot green plastic file and a pair of glasses, which he instantly placed on his nose bridge, mumbling privately as he flipped through papers… 
Then, clearing his throat, he began, “In clear and simple terms for you to understand, Mrs. Ganeshan, my client, Mrs. Tweedy, wishes that all her incomes, accruing from the sales of the Sands of Time Art Gallery, be gifted to her benefactor, Karthikeya Ganeshan, that being your son, after he turns twenty-one. But — ” he looked up at her through the spectacles sitting on his nose to warn critically, “with the precondition that after completion of his schooling from the Coimbatore Public School,” he resumed looking at the paperwork, “with hopefully the best possible grades, he will opt for further higher studies — in any field of his choosing, through any given recognized university of his choosing — in Europe or the USA, or even India itself. That is… er… by the age of twenty-two. After which, until the age of twenty-nine, he will be doled out an annual income, following which,” he turned over a few more papers, then continued, “in his thirtieth year, he will come to inherit all of Mrs. Tweedy’s assets and incomes completely, unconditionally, and solely!” 
He shut the file, removed his glasses, returning them to their rightful place, and looked up at everyone else in the room with the most serious intentions. “As of now, a sum equivalent to that which would cover all medical expenses for the treatment of his leg length disorder, at any given hospital, and all post-operative treatment expenses thereof, all and sundry emergency expenses and all maintenance expenses of Mrs. Tweedy’s ward shall be granted to him,” he emphasized.
Bringing out another sheaf of papers from the briefcase, he presented them to Amma. “These are the necessary documents, Mrs. Ganeshan, that as Master Karthik Ganeshan’s mother, you need to sign duly, for until he is the age of eighteen, you shall be responsible for these amounts that are benefacted to him.”
He also presented her with a black Parker pen to sign the same. 
“Mrs. Ganeshan, do you have any questions, doubts, or concerns? You are free to address them now!” he suggested.
Amma, being the simple soul that she was, had lost much of the barrister’s speech after the word benefactor. She looked hapless, befuddled, and pale, like she’d faint any moment hereafter. 
Idhaya ran to the kitchen to fetch her some water, and returning with it, immediately helped her drink. Amma plopped into the nearest dining chair, wiping her face with the edge of her cotton saree. At this signal, everyone else helped themselves to a chair too, glad that major tensions had been tided over. It was the children who stood in silence presently, for the square table seated only four.
Mr. Thé and Mr. Tho held onto their packages dearly even as they sat. Everyone’s eyes were fixed on Amma.
“I don’t understand. Who is this Mrs. Tweedy? And why should she choose to be so kind to my son? Why?” 
The barrister was ready to oblige. “Allow me to explain, Mrs. Ganeshan. Mrs. Tweedy was the owner of an art gallery called the Sands of Time. It was there that she made the pleasant acquaintance of your son, Karthik, who impressed her with his simple and straightforward manners. Therefore, she chose to become his benefactor, meaning someone who endows somebody with wealth or gifts or an inheritance. In this case, it is Karthik Ganeshan who has become the beneficiary of all her assets — her wealth and her properties, etc., would but the preconditions that have been laid out be fulfilled. 
“If not, all the inheritance will be channeled to a charitable trust instead. But that’s only if. For now, the treatment of his leg remains a chief priority, and all and any expenses, including a stipend for his monthly schooling shall be provided. I have been nominated his legal advisor and guardian by Mrs. Tweedy herself, Madame, until I can hand over all the above-mentioned assets when he turns thirty. May I give you a copy of Mrs. Tweedy’s will here?” He took out another file, black this time, labelled Mrs. Ganeshan and handed it to her.
“Please have a look and keep it with you; the original rests safe with me. Meanwhile, if you would just peruse these legal documents and sign them, I could then move on with the proceedings.”
Amma searched Karthik’s face for some answers. Finding none, she returned her gaze to the barrister. “But why would Mrs. Tweedy do so much for my son? He is a stranger!” 
“Madame, I am of the opinion that Master Karthik here is a worthy beneficiary; he has proven to be an invaluable friend in need. Mrs. Tweedy had no family members of her own — living, that is. So, she chose to bequeath everything to Master Karthik here.”
Amma wasn’t convinced, but she had no choice but to believe him all the same, for he was a barrister, after all!
Regaining her calm, Amma offered hospitably, “Coffee, please?” 
“Err, no! Mrs. Ganeshan, if you will please sign these documents, I shall be off!”
The air turned tight and tense…
Under pressure of three strangers and two children staring intensely and anticipating her very next move, Amma simply went ahead and signed the documents whose intent and purpose Mr. Vishwapathy explained clearly in turns. 
It was a profound moment as she put pen to paper to make her signatures. A few simple doodles of her name, and it was all over!
With an air of gravity, Mr. VVK Vishwapathy stood up straight from his chair, documents packed up, briefcase in hand, all formalities completed to his satisfaction. “You have my card, should you need anything, anytime. Nevertheless, madame, I shall be keeping in touch regularly. For now, I take your leave.” And with a slight head nod to everyone in the room, he exited and drove off in the big car that that had brought him here. 
That was that; nothing could be said or done about it, and in their privacy, Amma intended to get the matter clear with Karthik. Since there was nothing else she could do at the moment, she reiterated her previous offer. “Coffee?” There were still two unfamiliar guests in the house!
“Yes!” they all welcomed the offer unanimously, relieved there hadn’t been any vehement outbursts! Coffee should so well defuse all the tension… 
As soon as she had retreated to the kitchen, Karthik crossed the invisible line that had separated them across the table. “Mr. Thé, Mr. Tho! What’s going on? Where is Mrs. Tweedy? Is she alright? What did Mr. Barrister mean when he said departure?” Up until now, he had only been too stunned to utter a syllable, having watched the proceedings as a mute spectator.
“We’ve been to the gallery thrice already!” interjected Idhaya. “There’s nothing there! Where did she go?”
“Why did she leave without telling us? She was going to tell us everything about the — ”
“Children, children, children!” started Mr. Thé. “Calm down!” they said in chorus, as if by tacit arrangement. “Shall we go to your room?” suggested Mr. Tho.
Karthik understood the need for privacy and led them inside. 
“Err… Master Karthik, are you having hammer and nails?” asked Mr. Tho. “Mrs. Tweedy has sent a gift for you.” He held forward the frame he had been holding all along.
“So has M.A!” informed Mr. Thé.
“Gifts?!” returned the kids in a surprised chorus too!
“Oh, yes!” he confirmed with delight. 
 “Where is she?” asked Karthik, concerned.
“Is she dead?” asked Idhaya rather impudently, much to his dismay.
“No!” confirmed both vehemently.
“She has only left Coimbatore for good and taken up residence in… We are not to be saying!” informed Mr. Thé. 
Oh, what a relief that was for Karthik to hear!
Amma brought in steaming cups of coffee for everyone on a tray and laid it on Karthik’s bed. Finding their guards up once again and silence prevailing upon her entry, she gracefully left the room.
“Hammer and nails, Master Karthik,” requested Mr. Tho once again. 
“Yes, yes!” And he went off to fetch them. Mr. Tho was still clinging to the packets he had brought. Idhaya gaped so hard at him that Mr. Thé was compelled to answer, “It is for Master Karthik. M.A. was wanting him to have them…”
As soon as Karthik brought the required implements, Mr. Tho set off to drive nails into the bare wall beside the closet. He then removed the packing paper, which revealed another layer of protective bubble wrap. 
“Scissors, Master Karthik?” 
Mr. Tho cut into the bubbles on the edge of the frame, removing the entire covering, and soon enough, a life-size portrait emerged from underneath. 
They could only but marvel at what lay unveiled. A true to life painting of a beautiful young maiden; an extremely slim, tall, and beautiful maiden, wearing an overflowing green gown, a single diadem adorning her perfect forehead. She had snow-white skin, aquamarine eyes, and a blush as pink as the sunrise at dawn. Oh, and she was tall, very tall indeed!
A tjurunga stood near her left hand, around which was coiled a long, full-hooded cobra. Behind her trailed a colossal marble colonnade, disappearing into the background. The tjuringa bore prominent markings on its concave surface, like an undecipherable script, which Karthik was certain he had seen somewhere before.
The maiden exuded youth, vitality, and immense energy; the children could feel her vibes reach out from the oils. She was nothing like anyone both children had ever set eyes upon! 
“This painting is being oil on canvas, seven feet by six feet. Artist is unknown today,” informed Mr. Thé.
“Who is she?” asked Idhaya, for Karthik was too mesmerized by it to talk at the moment.
Thé and Tho exchanged glances furtively, and then the former spoke, “It is the Brixta, of course, Miss Idhaya! Don’t you see? It is a very long forgotten old tradition to — ” 
“Is there anything for me in here?” cut in Idhaya, pointing to the packets so brazenly, it mortified Karthik. 
Mr. Thé and Mr. Tho looked at each other with pangs of guilt.
“Alright then! That’s it!” She stomped out of the room and the house haughtily. 
Mr. Thé took charge of the situation. “Master Karthik, I am bringing gifts for you too!” He gently presented the packed boxes to him. “From M.A. You are sure to be liking these also — assorted apples!” he disclosed with a mysterious wink. 
“What?” 
“Master Karthik, you are not to be worrying at all. Mrs. Tweedy instructed us to tell you that you will be getting all the answers once you open the boxes in private! Please!” said Mr. Tho. 
“And now we must be getting going!” announced Mr. Thé, downing his cup of coffee in a quick gulp. 
“But… But when will I see you again?” Karthik panicked; he didn’t want to lose touch with either or any of them at all. 
“Aha! Master Karthik, of course you will be seeing us again. This isn’t our last meeting, we assure you!” 
And in a surprise finale to the goodbye, both bowed magnificently with a dramatic wave of their hands!
Wishing Amma gratitude and wellness, they did the same dramatically for her and left. 
With the door closing behind them, Karthik felt a pain in his heart. Everything, all his adventures, which had started with the Golden Ticket, were now over. He felt lonely already, for the thought of not meeting his new friends again made the thought even more depressing! 
Amma squinted her eyes as soon they left and cast a very catastrophe-impending glance at Karthik. 
Karthik understood the look and realized it was best he shucked up real answers to fill the gaps in her knowledge. 
She opened her mouth, ready to berate him, he thought, but surprisingly, as if on some afterthought, all she said was, “Lock the door; I am going to the temple to offer prayers.”
He looked up sheepishly and nodded, feeling relieved that at least for the moment, the storm had truly been averted! 
By the time she arrived, he’d think through and through and present the facts to her as coherently as he possibly could. 
Karthik knew he would have to apprise Amma about the Golden Ticket, all their travel adventures, Mrs. Tweedy, and M.A., but it would be too much for her to swallow all at once. He would go piecemeal instead, he decided. Good thinking, self-congratulated Karthik. 
Amma had reconciled to a stranger’s generosity for her son with reasonable doubt, but she did recall Karthik telling her that both he and Idhaya visited an art gallery often and that it was she who had sent a bagful of fruits home. 
It touched her to know that the genteel woman had cared enough for Karthik’s well-being, and having no heir, had decided to confer her wealth upon him. 
Having herself signed all the legal paperwork, and considering these matters were confirmed, gratitude for such unexpected munificence in their lives had surged within her, and she just had to make offerings at the temple as a symbol of it. It was all so strange and miraculous!
She picked up her bag and left. 
The gilt framed painting in Karthik’s room, meanwhile, had climbed up a few notches to cover up the plaster patches on the wall. The maiden inside moved her eyes around to have a good look at the room. Hmmm, bare minimal and clutter free. Good! A few colorful butterflies flitted from the gardens alongside the colonnade and came inside. The serpent entwined on her tjurunga slithered down and crawled into the meadows, heading off to its secret abode. The letters of the script glistened in gold, blinking on and off, on and off! The maiden laughed aloud from where she stood.
Karthik closed the door behind Amma and went back to his room where his gifts awaited him.
 
 

CHAPTER 13
IT ALL ENDS
Karthik sat down at his desk and removed the wrapping paper from each of his gift boxes carefully. It was the glossy kind used to wrap gifts on birthdays, those kinds which created more excitement in unwrapping the gift than perhaps the gift itself. 
Here were four different boxes, each smaller than the other. 
Each stark white, featuring an iconic picture of a single black bitten fruit in its center. 
Apple.
His hands trembled, and his knees became jelly. 
He was elated. Shocked, but elated all the same.
He unboxed each and placed the contents neatly in a row on his table.
iWatch.
iPhone.
iPad. 
Magic keyboard!
He sat staring at them in disbelief and equanimity, together.
Karthik was about to scream, “Amma!” in exhilaration but recalled she had just left for the temple, disquieted by the sudden turn of events. It would bring her peace, he hoped, for he knew she only and always turned to Shiva for the security of His divine presence in their lives. 
He wanted to call Idhaya, but she had left too. He wanted to share his excitement of unpacking his gifts with her. Why hadn’t she stayed on? Must she always be so difficult?
What have I done to deserve this? he wondered. 
Karthik took off the protective covering of the thirteen-inch tablet. The box contained a little booklet, the iPad itself, a cable, and a power plug. It felt so light and ultra-thin in his hands. “There must be a switch somewhere!” He searched.
“Oh! Right here!” He discovered, on the top right-hand side, the back had rounded square lens jutting out just so, the legendary LIDAR, trailers of which he had seen on Idhaya’s smartphone. He pressed it tight until the screen came to life.
A-ha!
Graphics popped up, and app icons laid themselves out in a neat grid across the glass screen.
Super nervous as he was, he wondered what to do next! He touched the round home screen button in the center of the lower panel. Immediately, a notification displayed on the screen: 
You have two new videos to watch. 
The screen split up into two windows, with a red right-pointing triangle play sign. 
Karthik clicked the one on the right. 
A brief pause later, a trail of shiny dots began dripping down from the upper right-hand corner of the glass, enlarging to shine like stars in the night sky. 
They were stars in the night sky!
The screen popped, and everything went blank, and then M.A. appeared all at once. “Hullo! My boy!” he greeted as cheerfully as ever. “I hope I find you and Amma well!”
Was this pre-recorded?
“I do hope you’re happy with your gifts — assorted apples, we called them!” He chuckled with mischief.
“Yes, they are great pieces of technology, and well timed is their advent; the world could do good with them if it so chooses.” He was walking in space, or so it seemed. “It’s all for you, my boy; make good and positive use of it. And I confess, we do owe you an explanation of this whole business you’ve been trying so hard to make sense of.”
The stars twinkled as he came forward, a few darted by distantly, their tails leaving behind a frosty jet trail.
“So, let me start from the very beginning of things here. In your earth time, eighty-five to eighty thousand years ago, the people who created this present race of Homo Sapiens came from a distant star system, which you are now well acquainted with: Canopus. These were the Denisovians who had been monitoring the development of this planet since a few millennia — its geomorphology, chemical compositions, biological and atmospheric conditions — for they wanted to seed it to preserve their own future. 
“Their intergalactic nano-drones brought back all the relevant data for them from their probe missions they sent to Earth. And when they felt that the conditions were most conducive, they arrived with a sizeable expedition here, setting their base on the then most suitable part of the lithosphere — a fertile temperate haven, an Eden, which could and would sustain them. This was a continental land mass that spread from the trans-Himalayas in the North to the Antarctic in the South, the African coastline in the West, and reaching almost Tasmania in the East. This they called the Continent of Kumari Kandam — the Virgin Land — the most pristine and prime then.
“They began experimenting with the primary biped lifeform that resembled them closest, with an aim to perpetuate themselves in various parts of the cosmos. For no planet exists forever, it will cease to exist one day in time. They interbred with the homo erectus, gradually propelling the population in one point in time to almost sixty-five million inhabitants, leading the most civilized and advanced lifestyle on the planet at that time, thanks to all the knowhow and technology they had brought in from home. Pioneering arts, technology, agriculture, and aquaponics, urban planning, and societal culture. A civilization well-rooted and well-versed in Nature and the laws of the cosmos.
“And inherent mysticism. This society was led by fifteen exalted Feminines, and the Overarching Brixta. These were the highest Beings that had come to groom and guide the planet — teachers, healers, protectors. They were considered as Goddesses, for they used technology that seemed like magic to the primitives initially. They were seers, oracles, scientists, and bearers of fertility, of land and of mankind, using natural phenomena like second nature by their will. 
“They gave the land and its people the gifts of agriculture, literature and poetry, arts and crafts, medicine and healing, science and justice wisdoms, herbs, and incantations. They were the bridge between the two worlds, Earth and Canopus 9. Mother and child planets. The connectors, the Keepers, the guardians entrusted to lead, teach, and train the new humanity. 
“These Divine Feminines were also priestess-shamans who could harness the powers of nature, live by it, and rule in harmony. For they were well aware that ultimately, time would find a way to mutate everything and create new realities. 
“And it was a huge success! The continent was a huge success, and so was the experiment of life that had been carried out here. 
“But no part of this universe exists in isolation, even if it appears to be so. Life is interdependent. And when causes arise, their effects must come to pass too. 
“Your neighboring planet, the one that appears as a red star — Mars — was undergoing the pangs of terra-formation. And unintentionally, it shot aerolites into space because of this, one of which launched in the direction of Earth. 
“Foreseeing the cataclysm it could cause, the Brixta made provisions for the inhabitants to leave the continent and spread out to safer parts of the world. Having been a flourishing maritime continent, the people were made to leave in twelve naval contingents in twelve directions. One stayed on till the end and moved into peninsular India, then fanning out into Central Asia, the trans Himalayan region, and the South. 
“And then it finally struck — the catastrophe. The incoming projectile from Mars landed in the Indian Ocean with such great force and velocity that the earth slewed underwater, and the waves rose up to the skies, lashing back on the land repeatedly with such gravity that the entire continent detached itself from the neck that connected it to India and sank into the bed of the ocean, disappearing from time’s eye altogether. The sea level rose up by almost a hundred meters in that single event. Few perished, many survived having been carried to safety before. They mixed and mingled in the new lands they traveled to, getting absorbed into their new cultures and geographies, as the waters settled on the submerged continent and faded their memories down generations, and the reality of Kumari Kandam became a hazy myth over the ages. 
“The Brixta was the last to leave, and she was pained by the loss of the land and the diaspora of her peoples. And in the new era that began 15,000 years ago, after the cataclysm, the people had melted into the new lands and the legacies lost, the societies turned patriarchal, men took over, and all and most femineity and its drive subsumed by them. 
“This is part of humanity’s history on this planet; it is vital to them, and everything that you were made to witness, in the form of an itinerant adventure, led to a part of this broader jigsaw. You, like everyone else, have a right to be privy to it. You do. 
“From the so thought extinct sivatheriums, which are extant abundantly in exotic parts of the Serengeti, the sunken island in the Indian Ocean, the blues, our best friends since primeval and the keepers of the gates to Kumari Kandam, the bearers of the secret truth of human race to the reality of Canopus 9 and the star nurseries. 
“I tell you this, my boy, IT IS ALL TRUE.
“So is the reality of you having met me. Or me having you!
“Kumari Kandam exists, although its reality lies a washed under the ocean presently, it exists in the hearts and minds of its descendants, in memories and DNA, and all those who were here at the time — Brixta, Lyril, Thé, and Tho, and many countless others scattered over the planet today who might not remember the past. Just because everything has drowned to its watery grave, out of sight, doesn’t prove it never existed. It need not be dismissed as a fallacious myth.
There is much the present can learn from the past for its own development, should it choose to. I hope I’ve cleared a part of the mystery for you. What you do with this knowledge remains up to you. 
Work effortfully, in whatever that you choose to do, and it shall bring you good. I wish you and Amma well.” 
And with this final blessing, his video beeped off, and the screen returned to the split version. 
Karthik had stayed in a state of receptivity throughout M.A.’s revelations. He was overwhelmed with this divulsion of humanity’s past — his past — for he wasn’t separate from it. The sunken continent was their home? Perhaps!
A few moments passed in pensive silence. 
He then clicked on the other video that had waited patiently to play for him. It too blew up full screen.
Rust, golden, orange, and yellow — an entire autumn palette of leaves lay littered on a forest floor. Tall oaks and pines cast long afternoon shadows in the sun, and a blossom of purple clusters appeared in a clearing. There had to be a brook running nearby, for a gurgling sound rang in a continuum. 
Someone was bent over on his back in gardening boots, toiling over a flower bed with gloves and a spade. He turned around and took off her hat.
Mrs. Tweedy!
“Hello, boy!” she greeted with a cryptic smile. 
Karthik’s heart skipped a few beats he was so relieved to see her! She looked well and good, rosier than usual and so much younger! A lot younger! Even her hair looked darker. How it had grown, for it almost fell down to her shoulders! 
“I am sorry I couldn’t keep our appointment the other Saturday. I just had to rush so,” she apologized. “But nevertheless, we meet again, and I do owe you an explanation — of many things — I believe.” 
She dropped the spade and rubbed off the earth from her gloves, removing them, walking towards him simultaneously. 
“Oh, do have a look around; come I’ll show you. This is my home now! Look!” She held out her hand backwards diagonally, and the camera shifted likewise, pointing to an adorable blue adobe country cottage with a sloping snow-white roof. “And these are the adjoining woods.” The camera turned back to focus on the pine and oak locality. “And those — those are my pet zinnias. I planted them; aren’t they delightful?”
“Oh, I know, I know you aren’t here for my garden tour, so I’ll come straight to the point!” She had walked up to a solitary green park bench, well-weathered by all means, leaving her cottage behind, but still in the frame, and sat down with legs crossed daintily. 
Picking up a bottle already present there, she gulped down the fizzy golden liquid. 
Apple juice, of course! 
“Gardening makes me thirsty, and apple juice keeps me revitalized. Now that you’ve made acquaintance with our world properly already, a few brief notes on M.A.…
“No ordinary soul, that — in fact, one of the first ever and numbered Siddhars on this plane. Better known as Kuru-Muni in your language and mythology, commonly depicted in southern temples as a pot-bellied saint invariably seen carrying a pitcher.”
Of course, that was him? On the reliefs of the temple of Shiva, which he went to with Amma? Agastya Muni! 
“And as a Siddhar, he is an accomplished master in the fields of alchemy, medicine, chemistry, quantum physics, lapidary, the martial art of Kalarippayattu, Marman Kalai,14 Nadi Jyoti sham,15 etc., etc., you name it, he’s the adept.
“Siddhars were sage-scientists, doctors, and alchemists all rolled into one, by virtue of their prowess over the workings of the universe. He wrote down his insights, discoveries, and inventions — as numerous as the stars — on palm leaves, the alai chudi, encoding them in poetic verse in the proto language of the time — the Tamizh. He was also reputed to have eight accomplishments — the ashta-siddhis! 
“He was a link between the North and the South — our continent and the Indian peninsula.
“In fact, the text on Tamizh grammar is accredited to him — Agasthiyam. And his life spans over four kalpas, human yugas, which is approximately eighty thousand years; therefore, he is called as Chiranjeevi — the Forever Living One. 
“He is also the Father of the Lineage of the Siddhars, constituted by twenty-four. 
“His effulgent reputation was celebrated across Kumari Kandam as most of South Asia, evidence of which survives in the Agastya Jataka, stories of his life carved out in stone in the Temple of Borobudur in Indonesia. In fact, the Agastya Parva, from the eleventh century, survives today in Javanese. Factually, all across Southeast Asia, there are cults, tests, and icons that speak his stories and revere him in Cambodia, Vietnam, Indonesia, Nepal, Java… There is an inscription, the Dinoyo, from 760CE, that’s dedicated entirely to him. The Man is a living Legend!
“In Kumari Kandam, he was Chief Advisor to the Council of the Brixta that oversaw the continent’s holistic development and administration. It is to him that the Later Tamilians owe the Tamil Sangams when the Pandyan Dynasty had established itself as the new rulers after the Great Submergence of Kumari Kandam. 
“As is usually the case, human nature can degenerate when unbridled power is placed in its hands. 
“Before the missiles from Mars hit Earth, the prescient sage and the Council of the Brixta foresaw the impending doom. Efforts were undertaken to preserve and salvage as much wisdom and technology the civilization had accessed, harnessed, and developed in all fields, lest it be lost to humanity forever. 
“M.A. devised an ingenious method for this, one he thought that would keep it preserved and safe from predators. 
“Unfortunately, the impact of the asteroid was far greater than expected, annihilating one of the largest landmasses of the time but also destroying many of the fleets that had set sail to safety. 
“The remaining that moved to the peninsula adopted new ways of life, and gradually the hand of man and the power his sword held became mightier than the graces and beauties and love of the divine feminine. The environment was no longer conducive to the ways of the past before the deluge, and the last of the lost world left for new worlds across the cosmos that might embrace them better. Thus, most of the Council were gone, save the Arch One, the Brixta. She had to stay on, for she had been entrusted with the responsibility by the Effulgent One. 
“And now!” She snapped her fingers right at his face. “If you’re not asleep already with the telling of this tall tale.” Karthik was brought out of his reverie instantly; he had been visualizing each word verbatim in the screen of his mind as Mrs. Tweedy narrated this fascinating tale, “All that wisdom, the technologies and the knowledge, that could not be afforded to be lost to time or calamity, The Effulgent One gathered and collected and created a database as you would say in today’s language. It not only needed to be collected, but preserved for use in a better time, and until then, protected. Being the exemplary alchemist that he is, he looked around nature for inspiration to compress and store all the collected wisdom to stand through time. 
“Do you know, boy, what carries the genetic codes of life from one organism to the other? What is it? Hint — elementary Biology.”
She paused for a minute for Karthik to think and answer on his own. “Have you heard of the DNA?”
Of course — deoxyribonucleic acid — the carrier of the human genome. 
But — ?
“Bravo! But the human genome couldn’t be used, for people can be fickle and unpredictable! You never can surely say what they’ll do or not do next! Right?! And leave alone survive millennia!
“As the Effulgent One strolled through the blooming glens and gardens one afternoon in Kumari Kandam, a balmy breeze blowing in from the coast, he noticed luscious red fruits drooping down in clusters from the trees. He simply picked up one and bit into its heavenly sweetness. 
“Remember, I told you that the first apple species were born millennia ago and evolved over time to become a sweet enticing fragrant and fleshy fruit to entice herbivores and megafauna, and even humans, so that they’d help in their dissemination and germination, for a thriving future. 
“Well, that’s where they were first germinated — in Kumari Kandam, a pioneer of many firsts, in many directions! So were many others from the rosacea family — peaches, plums, pears, cherries, and raspberries — even roses! 
“In fact, they became so popular in taste that humans domesticated them. Down in the Middle Ages, when the Silk Route had been established, traders, natives, and fruit sellers carried them across the route and beyond, dispersing them in Eurasia and Central Asia.
“Seeds preserved in fossils in the area still survive today!
“That’s when the Effulgent One had another of his epiphanies — an a-ha moment — and he recalled that DNA could and would survive for thousands of years. And then, through his lab research, he had arrived at the possibility of a single drop of DNA could store 700 tb of data. It was also terribly stable and immutable over excessively long periods of time, therefore an ideal candidate for archival storage. Using the four nucleotide bases that make up DNA, which are A, G, C, T, where A will always combine with T and G always with C, he devised a binary code into data that could be encoded. This way, he created a DNA sequence. 
“By their own nature, apples can be heterozygous, meaning there is no certainty that the apple that grows from a seed will be anything like its parent. 
“Now, that could jeopardize the whole “save the data enterprise,” so, he synthesized a specially evolved bacteria, which would definitely carry all the information in a particular amount and transfer its own genome to the apple cell. This would ensure that none of the physical properties would be compromised, they would all look and feel the same, but at the same time be extra special because within them they held the secrets that the bacteria had transferred. 
“Each bacterial genome carrier had limited space, so for DNA has both size and weight, even though it is nature’s most cleverly compressed matter — two ms of string in the nucleus of a single cell, so- it would be able to carry only limited data. 
Computing the load of information it needed to carry and the load it could, M.A. arrived at a fixed number of trees that could hold all the necessary information. Each tree would bear a fixed number of fruit. 
“And he infused the bacterial genome with a spectacular element that was found abundantly on the continent — gold! So, the encoded trees could well be distinguished from non-coded ones. 
“The final product would be genetically engineered golden apples — forbidden to eat!”
Four times had he carried across boxes for her. Is that what they contained, he speculated — apple seeds? 
“Those copses you saw in the Orchards of Almaty, which emanated the spectral golden glow, those were the ones that guard the privileged tree that has carried the knowledge over time. The single tree — the proverbial Tree of Knowledge, with a hundred and eight golden apples — is hidden in plain sight, but invisible to the naked eye…”
Karthik’s brain had split up in multiple directions, and a pertinent question plagued him. If the knowledge was encoded, how could it be decoded?
“Just as he used a code to transfer the data in Tamizh onto the apple, he devised a key to decode it! DNA is dense, stable, and readable. Its enzymes can be decoded by DNA sequence software for each apple. For millennia, this wouldn’t be necessary to recall, but now, the date approaches nearer, and we need to compile all the keys together. Away from prying eyes. And there are many!
“We thought we might need a carrier, just in case things diverted from plan, for humans can be unpredictable… 
“Someone no one would or could suspect at all. Hence, we both devised this little foolproof plan, with a little humor that is, Travels with a Golden Ticket! 
“And when you walked into the Sands of Time that day, I knew you should be given a chance. Why not?
“We needed a subject we could groom too, but that’s another story, for some other day.
“So, you were sent to carry back the decoding software, the keys to the knowledge in those boxes — the golden seeds! Twenty-seven of them, each time in a box, the precious ones, in four trips!
“We’re not talking about just any mere apple tree here; we are talking about an actual, physical Tree of Knowledge!”
Karthik so wanted to shoot her a question at this juncture, but she continued to talk.
“Oh now, did I mention the term Prying Eyes?” she riddled. Of course she had, Karthik could recall every syllable she spoke, rapt in attention. “I think I did. Now a very interesting twist developed parallel to our enterprise. Whilst we were breeding, preserving, and guarding our precious apple trees and hopes for humanity, someone in Kazakhstan also developed a keen sense of observation simultaneously.
“A man with the name of Nikolai I Vavilov, a Russian botanist. He discovered, meanwhile, the distinctive nature of Kazakh apples, but unfortunately, couldn’t live long enough to validate his thesis, having fallen victim to Stalin’s regime and dying in jail in 1943. One of his keenest and last students, Almak D Jangliev, tried his level best to bring his mentor’s ideas back to limelight and life, inviting an American team of botanists to see and study and infer for themselves the miraculous fruits of Malus Siviersii. He had long since been investigating the endangered species of this apple. 
“As soon as the Americans landed in Kazakh, the Russians caught whiff of them and realized something was brewing here. They tailed Almak, and to this day, no one knows of his whereabouts! 
“The Russians were clever enough to infer for themselves that this was indeed a very special and gifted species, but an imported one all the same, tracing its history of origin from the Silk Route to the Lost Continent where it had first originated, as the work of Vavilov showed. 
“The name KKC came under their radar, and apparently, extensive research and investigations were undertaken. 
“Now beware: the Russians aren’t just mere simple folks you might assume them to be, mistakenly! They have acutely active and energetic minds, under their heavy skulls, well-worthy of appreciation. In fact, they have far surpassed other races on the planet with their incisive scientific experiments and mind capacities, in which they are second only to the hardy Tibetans. Drawing from a plethora of ancient texts from multiple cultures, they fully embraced the power of mind over matter. 
“Within the Russian military itself lies a secret elitist rank: Combat Psychics — those who work and use the power of mind over any matter, using meta-technology! Meaning they are capable of reading the minds of others — humans and animals both! By delving into their deepest recesses as well and extracting their deepest secrets! They have now developed these individual powers to such a crucial extent that they can even hack into remote computers and intercept radio waves! 
“They use non-verbal communication — telepathy — and can short-circuit digital devices!
“The Soviet Academy of Sciences trains these soldiers; that’s what they are elementarily, for what they call Alternative Combat, using paranormal technology. In case you’re thinking it’s all hogwash, kindly look up Colonel Nikolai Poroskov — a Russian combat veteran and insider of the Soviet Sciences, who has written extensively on this. 
“He personally attests that there are super soldiers who have been tried and tested in war in hotspots of Afghanistan, Vietnam, and Chechnya.
“Trouble started for us when these super combat psychics began to tail us! Which was quite unexpected, and something we were not prepared for! 
“They used telepathy to tap into the minds of dolphins and whales in the North and Baltic Seas. One significant reason the Blues have remained secret and elusive to humans is because they were witnesses and holders of the information of the past meta-history of humanity. They were willing to share their knowledge, but humans brutalized them and hunted them down so cruelly, they broke off almost all contact with the species. Humans can be devilish when it comes to meat, blubber, skin, or just money! Even the gentle ocean giants weren’t spared their avarice and antagonism. Thus, the pods decided to be very selective about whom they interacted with in time. 
“Unfortunately, the Russians had already set off on the trail of KKC and began employing methods to break any psychic barriers of the sea mammals, who they suspected rightly of having been linked with the maritime civilization. 
“Word travels fast, and in time, the whales of the Indian Ocean were singing songs of psychic interference by these interlopers, and immoral captivity and cruelty unleashed on their kind by them in the far North. By and by, they came very close to the fact that one Effulgent One, had created a secret code system to hide all the knowledge of KKC. And they came so dangerously close — even to the gallery in Coimbatore — that I had no choice but to pack up and leave so abruptly.
“Two of them came close to breaching my psychic barriers, tracking me down to Coimbatore, but I held them off! Ha!
“Needless to say, they have affirmed that they are on the right track, and who knows what they’ll do next, or how close they’ll get to us. 
“For the time being, I’m safe here now, the keys you delivered are too. And when all this is over, I shall return to my old and original home, Canopus 9, like the others.” 
There was a long pause. “You have been made privy to all the insider, arcane information. Forgive me, for you got involved involuntarily in this larger scheme of things. But you have played a pivotal role, and we value your contribution in the process. My benefactions are mere specks of gratitude; we owe you so much more! 
“You are now an indispensable and integral stakeholder of the KKC legacy. I hope you don’t mind that, do you?” she asked rhetorically.
Karthik was immensely flattered and overwhelmed, rather; how could he ever mind? This whole life experience had given him a new direction in life! In fact, he was grateful for it, and richer for it too by experiences. 
“And another thing, while you were at it, I thought it a good opportunity to send back something that belonged to The Little One. I chanced upon it by a deal I made with one of the traders from Central Europe while dealing in antiquities a long time ago. I knew it had to be returned but waited for the right time. The neckpiece — it belonged to the Holy Infant, gifted to Him by a secret society of royals in Europe, The Order of the Golden Sheep. So, I’m grateful you ran that errand for me as well!
“Well, boy, the hour of our meeting is upon the end, and I must take your leave for now. But remember, you are not and never alone in this universe! Never ever! There are endless lives running parallel to you and entwined with yours you might not necessarily be aware of! And sometimes, they do intercept, like ours did, the day you walked into the Sands of Time…
“I do not expect anything from you, let me clarify, now or for further. But I do hope that you will take up every opportunity to grow and evolve as a human and move always towards truth and light.” 
Karthik noticed that over the last few paras of her exposition, she had somehow begun to molt — literally, her skin and her hair and her clothes, they were all changing, organically; was this some kind of special cosmetic filter app effect playing on? 
The transformation had been imperceivable at first, but now it certainly was evident! Her skin was no longer aged; it had smoothed out like a crumpled dress that had just been steam-ironed! Her hair had changed from cloudy charcoal black to strawberry! And her figure — suddenly, she looked like she had just been dipped in the fountain of youth! 
Her eyes sparkled and blazed like aquamarine gems! She stood up tall, slim, and taut and began walking towards her cottage; a staff, much like the tjurunga he had seen only recently, materialized in her left hand ever so naturally!
Reaching a few feet within her cottage, she turned around, giving Karthik a complete shocker! 
Mrs. Tweedy had morphed completely! She was the lady that stood in the painting that hung in his room right now! 
“Goodbye, boy!” she said, and the video auto switched off!
He looked at the portrait on the wall. Mrs. Tweedy was the Brixta! 
Karthik’s heart thundered inside his chest, but everything in the room was rock still.
His assorted apples were laid out neatly on the table. 
A gentle breeze overflew from the meadows in the painting. 
Just then, the knocker on the door alarmed him! 
Amma, he remembered! He wiped away the cold sweat from his brows and went to open the doors.
“Karthik!” called Amma, and he rushed to open the door. 
The Brixta smiled gaily in the painting, the tjurunga by her side. The serpent had returned to slither around it and opened up its hood.
 
 
 

EPILOGUE
And so, my dear boys and girls, ends this strange tale of a young boy just like you, who embarked on so many adventures with a Golden Ticket. 
Karthik went back to school the following Monday as summer holidays ended. Idhaya checked with him again if he had finished his homework.
“Yes, of course!” he said confidently. She was taken aback.
“So, what do you want to be when you grow up?” she inquired.
“An explorer!” he replied without an ounce of doubt, standing upright with his crutch under his arm. “I’m going to rediscover the lost continent of Kumari Kandam and put it back on the map!” he announced resolutely. 
Let’s meet again then when he does, shall we…
Love, 
Katy Chow	
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1 Mother.

2 A south Indian snack – steamed round rice-cakes.

3 A dip or sauce.

4 Father.

5 Harvest festival.

6 A type of gold thread embroidery.

7 A Hindu deity – one of the Trinity.

8 Emperor.

9 Involving the study or measurement of the depth of water in an ocean, sea, or lake.

10 Original or primitive Tamil.

11 Canopus, also known as Alpha Carinae is a prominent star that can be seen in the night sky in the Southern Hemisphere. It is a supergiant within the Carina constellation.

12 A planet that is just right for life, not too hot, too cold, too wet, or too dry. Earth is often called the Goldilocks planet because it’s the perfect distance from the sun to support liquid water on its surface.

13 A human of medium stature who walked upright.

14 Marman (lit. secret acu-points) are used therapeutically in varying forms of massage.

15 A type of astrology that's practiced in the Tamil Nadu region of India and nearby areas. It’s based on the belief that Hindu sages in ancient times foresaw the present lives of many people and recorded this information on palm leaves and tree barks.


OPS/toc.xhtml
		CHAPTER 1 STEREOTYPES

		CHAPTER 2 THE SANDS OF TIME

		CHAPTER 3 THE PLAINS OF SERENGETTI

		CHAPTER 4  RETURN AND REVISIT

		CHAPTER 5 INTO THE BLUE

		CHAPTER 6 MRS. TWEEDY ASKS

		CHAPTER 7 CANOPUS 9

		CHAPTER 8 KARTHIK ASKS AGAIN

		CHAPTER 9 THE ORCHARDS OF ALMATY

		CHAPTER 10 THE THIEF OF PRAGUE

		CHAPTER 11 KARTHIK DARES

		CHAPTER 12 THE LAST CHAPTER BEFORE IT ALL ENDS

		CHAPTER 13 IT ALL ENDS

		EPILOGUE

		Footnotes






OPS/images/image1-filtered.png





OPS/images/image2-filtered.png





OPS/images/image3.png
HISTRIA m 7

The Princess

and the Dragon

FOR OTHER GREAT TITLES FOR CHILDREN E E
AND YOUNG ADULTS, VISIT

s
HISTRIABOOKS.COM [x]

L





OPS/images/9781592114931.jpg
h @%
T
?; 1 8

RatyChow







OPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





